


 70

she also suggests that such crude tactics would never work on a man as strong as he, 

thereby allowing her to parade in front of him her harem-full of scantily-clad dancing 

girls while plying him with wine. Her servants pull clam nets from the sea, only to reveal 

dripping, barely-clothed slave girls with clam shells full of jewels, followed by more 

dancers dressed in skimpy leopard skins who wrestle as a brawny man whips them like a 

lion tamer. They continue to drink, and Cleopatra makes it clear that her body is as 

available to Antony as her wealth and land, an offer he is unable to pass up. 

   
The fair Claudet Colbert as Cleopatra. Cleopatra rolling out of a carpet to meet Caesar. 
 
 The 1963 Cleopatra, starring Elizabeth Taylor, depicts an even more sexually-

forward and alluring temptress. Taylor’s Cleopatra deftly manipulates her would-be 

conquerors with her womanly wiles, but she is also extremely politically savvy and 

ambitious. While she is still lobbying for Julius Caesar to make her sole ruler of Egypt, 

she tells her servants “we must not disappoint the mighty Caesar. The Romans tell 
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fabulous tales of my bath and hand maidens … and my morals.”147 She arranges a 

decadent “bathing” scene for his arrival – with her nude body, barely covered by a cloth, 

at its center. She had previously spied on a conversation among the top Roman 

commanders in which they discussed, with admiration, her alleged intellectual ability and 

use of torture, poison and her “considerable” sexual talents to get what she wants. One 

reads a report that, regarding sex, “It is said that she chooses, in the manner of a man, 

rather than wait to be chosen after womanly fashion,” and that “her lovers […] are listed 

more easily by number than by name.”148 

 After subsequently winning Caesar over, she discusses with him his lack of an 

heir and his barren wife. She compares a woman who cannot bear children to a dry river, 

insisting that a woman must give life like the Nile, adding, “I am the Nile. I will bear 

many sons.”149 She explains to Caesar that her hips and breasts are those of a woman 

well-built for child-bearing and promises to give him a son. Thus, Cleopatra equates her 

body with the Nile and offers both to Caesar. But this offer goes hand in hand with her 

own ambition. She scoffs at Rome’s republic and pushes Caesar to marry her and 

proclaim himself Emperor of Rome, so that they may then conquer the world in the 

manner of Alexander the Great, whose tomb they visit together. 

 Cleopatra’s ethnicity as depicted in these films is illustrative. In reality, her 

historic appearance is widely debated. The Ptolemys were Greek rulers of Egypt, 

descended from one of Alexander the Great’s generals, so it is perfectly plausible that she 

                                                 
147 Cleopatra (1963) Twentieth Century Fox Film Corporation; Directed by Joseph Mankiewicz, 

Written by Joseph Mankiewicz and Ranald MacDougall 30:45. 
148 Ibid 26:20. 
149 Ibid 59:30. 



 72

would have had light skin, but it is just as likely that she would have been darker, with 

more “eastern” features. Greeks were by no means monochromatically white, and the 

Ptolemaic bloodline was likely mixed with Egyptians as well. Filmmakers, of course, are 

unable to remain neutral on a topic of this topic because they must depict her in a 

particular way, but the question of Cleopatra’s ethnicity is at least alluded to in both the 

1934 and 1963 Cleopatra. As rumors about Cleopatra and Julius Caesar spread among 

Roman socialites early in the 1934 version, a young woman asks, “Is she black?”150 

Everyone around her bursts into laughter, but that is as close as the film comes to making 

a case for her historic color being white, and in any event white actresses virtually always 

played eastern women in these early films. In the 1963 version, in a scene on Cleopatra’s 

barge, similar to the seduction scene in the earlier film, she compliments Antony on his 

dress, a leopard-skin outfit with a blue-green cloak, and mentions that it is Greek. Antony 

says that he likes “almost all Greek things,” to which Cleopatra responds, “as an almost 

all-Greek thing, I’m flattered.”151 This defines the Elizabeth Taylor Cleopatra much more 

clearly, making her fair skin and dark hair plausible, but an “almost all-Greek” woman 

could just as easily have had darker skin. 

Later in the twentieth century, films depicting the Middle East began to represent 

ethnicity more realistically, a trend which affected representations of Cleopatra. A 1999 

made-for-TV Cleopatra152 depicts her as much darker, with a Chilean-born actress 

(Leonor Varela) in the title role. The film did not reach a wide audience, and does not 

                                                 
150 Cleopatra (1934) 22:00. 
151 Cleopatra (1963) 2:09:00. 
152 Cleopatra (1999) Hallmark Entertainment; Directed by Franc Roddam, Written by Margaret George 

and Stephen Harrigan. 
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warrant extensive discussion here, but the representation of Cleopatra’s ethnicity is 

noteworthy. As compared to Claudet Colbert and Elizabeth Taylor, she is strikingly dark, 

although it is interesting that her facial features do appear more western than “oriental.” 

   
                  Elizabeth Taylor as Cleopatra in 1963.                              The 1999 Cleopatra. 
 
 Another common aspect of these films worth noting is the frequent references to 

the famous lighthouse and library at Alexandria. Constructed by Ptolemy I, the library 

was one of the great intellectual institutions of the ancient world, and repeated references 

to it in these films underscore the academic achievements of the early Alexandrians. The 

great lighthouse on the island of Pharos, constructed by Ptolemy II and remembered as 

one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World, also remains one of the icons of 

Alexandria.153 

 The Roman commanders marvel at the great lighthouse in the 1934 Cleopatra, 

and Cleopatra rants furiously in the 1963 version when Caesar burns enemy ships in the 

harbor and the fire spreads to the library: “Use that Roman genius for destruction; tear 

                                                 
153 Justin Pollard and Howard Reid, The Rise and Fall of Alexandria: Birthplace of the Modern World. 

New York: Penguin Books, 2007. p. 89. 
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down pyramids, wipe out cities. How dare you and the rest of your barbarians set fire to 

my library?! Play conqueror all you want mighty Caesar; rape, murder, pillage, 

thousands, millions of human beings, but neither you nor any other barbarian has the 

right to destroy one human thought!”154 Thus the Romans are the “barbarians” and the 

Egyptians, or at least the learned scholars of Alexandria, are the intellectuals. The 

lighthouse and library are both depicted in Oliver Stone’s Alexander (2004) as well, 

which begins and ends in Alexandria with an aging Ptolemy I reminiscing about 

Alexander the Great. The film as a whole is shaped by the contemporary perspective that 

military meddling in the East often has catastrophic consequences. Aristotle instructs the 

young Alexander that “the East has a way of swallowing men and their dreams.”155 

Egypt, however, because of its Greek rule, is separated from the “East,” as is shown by 

the two lasting emblems of Ptolemaic knowledge and architecture that are front and 

center in the brief portions of the film that take place there. Ptolemy muses about 

Alexander’s life and legacy while strolling around the library, stacked high with papyrus 

scrolls, and the lighthouse is visible in the background. This is anachronistic, of course, 

as the lighthouse was conceived and constructed by his son, Ptolemy II, but the 

importance of the symbol as a means of representing Alexandria remains.  

 

 

 

                                                 
154 Cleopatra (1963) 40:00. 
155 Alexander (2004) Warner Brothers Pictures; Directed by Oliver Stone, Written by Oliver Stone and 

Christopher Kyle 15:30. 
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IV: THE MUMMY 

 The numerous cinematic versions of mummy tales draw on a rich nineteenth-

century literary and theatrical tradition, which began with Jane C. Loudon’s The Mummy! 

A Tale of the Twenty-Second Century in 1827. Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818) is 

thought to have been one of her main sources of inspiration, as is a collection of 

mummies brought back from Egypt which she likely saw on display in London in 

1821.156 This popular novel inspired the play The Mummy (1833) by William Bayle 

Bernard, which in turn led to numerous additional versions of the story. European 

fascination with mummies dates to the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, when it came 

to be believed that their internal remains had broad medicinal uses. This spawned a 

market for recovering and selling mummies for transport back to Europe. Following the 

Napoleonic invasion of Egypt, Europeans developed an uncontrollable lust for all things 

Egyptian.157 This craze went hand in hand with the bevy of mummy fictions in European 

literature and theatre. It should come as no surprise, then, that American cinematic 

portrayals of Egypt traffic heavily in mummies, western archeologists and grave robbers. 

 The first major film to draw on this rich theatrical and literary tradition was The 

Mummy in 1932, which follows two British archeological expeditions, the first of which 

uncovers an ancient scroll and a mummy. The opening captions inform the viewer that, 

“This is the Scroll of Thoth. Herein are set down the magic words by which Isis raised 

                                                 
156 Lisa Hopkins, “Jane C. Loudon’s The Mummy!: Mary Shelley Meets George Orwell, and They Go 

in a Balloon to Egypt” in Cardiff Corvey: Reading the Romantic Text 10 (June 2003).  
157 Max Rodenbeck, Cairo: The City Victorious. New York: Vintage Books, 2000. pp. 32-35. 
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Osiris from the dead.”158 They learn that the mummy is Imhotep, a priest who appears to 

have been mummified alive, and one of them reads from the scroll, inadvertently 

bringing Imhotep back to life. Eleven years later the mummy, calling himself Ardath 

Bey, approaches the son of that archeologist on a subsequent expedition and helps him 

find the tomb of Anck-es-en-Amon, the princess he had been put to death for attempting 

to reincarnate. Imhotep tells him Egyptians are not permitted to dig up their own dead; 

only foreign museums are. This implies that they need Europeans to help them 

understand their own history, and also that British archeologists are justified in exhuming 

Egyptian tombs. After they complete their work and move everything they find to the 

Cairo Museum, a plaque informs visitors that, “All objects in the room are from her 

unplundered tomb, discovered by the British Museum Field Force 1932.”159 This flatly 

states that the British “discovered” the tomb, whereas the suggestion is that if anyone else 

had removed anything from it it would have been “plundering.” 

 The film’s female lead, Helen, has visions of ancient Egypt and says she wants to 

be in “the real Egypt.” After a shot of the sprawling city, towered over by minarets, she 

laments, “Are we really in this dreadful modern Cairo?”160 In fact, she is meant to be a 

reincarnation of the princess, and Imhotep attempts first to resurrect the mummy of the 

princess, then to mummify Helen, who has another vision of her past life and prays to – 

and is saved by – Isis. This goes far beyond a fantasy in which the East serves as a stage 

for adventure, because the self/other dichotomy is broken down here. Helen longs to be in 

                                                 
158 The Mummy (1932) Universal Pictures; Directed by Karl Freund, Written by Nina Wilcox Putnam 

and Richard Schayer 1:05. 
159 Ibid 17:20. 
160 Ibid 18:50. 
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ancient Egypt and turns out to be a reincarnation of an ancient Egyptian. Said’s idea of 

orientalism does not involve white westerners longing to be eastern, but that is exactly 

what is happening here. Helen’s realization that she is, in a manner of speaking, an 

Egyptian princess is a significant rise in position as compared to that which she 

previously occupied: the daughter of an important Englishman. Furthermore, this is not 

an isolated occurrence, as many of the films The Mummy influenced would revive the 

same theme. 

 The Mummy had a string of B-movie sequels and imitators: The Mummy’s Hand 

(1940), The Mummy’s Tomb (1942), The Mummy’s Ghost (1944) and The Mummy’s 

Curse (1944). The British The Mummy (1959) inspired its own British sub-genre, a string 

of mummy films unrelated to the original in plot: The Curse of the Mummy’s Tomb 

(1964), The Mummy’s Shroud (1966) and Blood from the Mummy’s Tomb (1971). There 

is a certain amount of evidence in the British films of the historical period in which they 

were made, such as the Egyptians playing a more active role and questioning British 

motives – and challenging their right to plunder Egyptian tombs – reflecting the 

contemporary view of long-dominated but newly-antagonistic Egypt, particularly after 

the Suez Crisis of 1956. In the 1959 film an Egyptian protests when British archeologists 

seek to open an ancient tomb. He warns them in Arabic, repeating in English, “He who 

robs the grave of Egypt dies.” 161 He swears to the Egyptian god Karnak to seek 

vengeance and later reads from a scroll to bring a mummy back to life. After taking the 

                                                 
161 The Mummy (1959) Hammer Film Productions (UK); Directed by Terence Fisher, Written by 

Jimmy Sangster 4:00. 
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mummy to England, he orders it to hunt down and kill the archeologists, but one of their 

wives, who resembles the princess the mummy once loved, is able to distract it.  

This indication of the historical backdrop is not present in American versions of 

The Mummy, however, as they remain almost completely uninfluenced by historical 

context. The orientalism in these films seems completely disconnected from reality, and 

only increases as time goes on. While Indiana Jones and the Raiders of the Lost Ark 

(1981) is not a mummy film, it does fit most of the parameters of the sub-genre and has 

greatly influenced it. Indiana is an American archeologist who – working in conjunction 

with the American government – goes in search of an ancient artifact in Egypt. In 

competition with other treasure hunters, he battles the locals – mere pawns in the 

westerners’ grave-robbing games – and in the process saves the white damsel in distress. 

The main difference from earlier mummy films is that the supernatural force in the film is 

the Ark of the Covenant, an artifact of Judeo-Christian mythology, rather than a mummy 

brought back to life by forces from Egyptian mythology.162 Raiders of the Lost Ark thus 

keeps with the theme of supernatural power as the driving force behind the film’s focus, 

but replaces ancient Egyptian magic with Judeo-Christian mysticism. 

 The film is rampant with stock orientalist stereotypes. The comically ungainly 

squad of goons who chase Indiana and Marion around Cairo are easily foiled. Their faces 

and heads are covered, rendering them indistinguishable, except for a sinister, bearded 

                                                 
162 In fact, much of Loudon’s conceptualization of the mummy in her novel seems to have been in 

response to aspects of Shelley’s Frankenstein she disliked. For instance, the fact that Shelley’s monster 
is purely a creation of science, lacking divine influence, juxtaposes with Loudon’s mummy, who plays 
the role of a wise advisor to those who come to trust him, and he even states flatly that he owes his 
rebirth to divine benevolence. Lisa Hopkins, “Jane C. Loudon’s The Mummy!: Mary Shelley Meets 
George Orwell, and They Go in a Balloon to Egypt.” 
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figure adorned in black robes and a black turban, who wields a huge curved sword and a 

toothy smile. Indiana casually shoots him after watching him whirl his sword, embodying 

the essence of superior western arms in conflict with primitive eastern weapons. 

Presumed western superiority is also highlighted by Marion’s insistence, while being 

carried away in a basket, that, “You can’t do this to me – I’m an American!”163 This is 

meant to be ironic, of course, as they obviously can do this to her, despite her being an 

American. But the underlying implication of American entitlement remains. When 

Indiana dons Arab robes and covers his face to attain anonymity and stumbles upon 

Marion, bound and gagged in a tent, at first she shrieks and coils, seeing the excited look 

in his eye and perceiving him as eastern and depraved. But when he pulls the robe away, 

she is elated to see his white face. 

 In addition to fitting the general framework of earlier mummy films, Raiders of 

the Lost Ark also lays the groundwork for several subsequent films, especially concerning 

the prominent use of snakes, spiders, scorpions and other such repellant vermin. The kind 

of mechanized booby traps found in Raiders of the Lost Ark also play an important role in 

subsequent mummy films, as does the comic relief provided by elaborate fight sequences.  

The 1999 re-make of The Mummy is basically a blend of an Indiana Jones-like 

adventure with the plot of the original 1932 The Mummy. The film begins in ancient 

Egypt with the torture and live mummification of Imhotep for his affair with the 

pharaoh’s mistress and then jumps to 1923, with Brendan Fraser as a French Foreign 

Legion officer leading his unit in a losing battle against Arab cavalry in the fictional 

                                                 
163 Indiana Jones and the Raiders of the Lost Ark (1981) Paramount Pictures; Directed by Steven 

Spielberg, Written by Lawrence Kasdan and George Lucas 40:45. 
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ancient city of Hamunaptra, the City of the Dead. The film centers around his character 

and an aspiring Egyptologist, Evelyn, as they attempt to rediscover the city years later, 

and the mummy they inadvertently reincarnate and must then kill again. All manner of 

orientalist tropes appear in the film, most conspicuously the foul and credulous Arab 

characters. The Arab prison guard who allows Evelyn to buy Rick’s freedom is greedy, 

yet easily out-bargained, and particularly fetid. The idea of sexually alluring and 

available eastern women is also present when Evelyn masquerades as eastern. Rick 

detests her at first and only reluctantly allows her to accompany him, until they are forced 

to stop and resupply after losing everything in a boating fiasco, when she purchases black 

oriental gowns, complete with a shear, see-through veil. He freezes when he sees her – 

seated atop a camel, no less – and stares. This is the first time Rick sees Evelyn as a sex 

object rather than an annoying girl. Her masquerading in oriental garb, therefore, 

immediately identifies her as a sexual, and presumably obtainable, woman. From that 

moment on, they develop an entirely different relationship, and she becomes another 

object Rick hopes to attain in addition to the treasure, rather than an obstacle preventing 

him from finding it. In addition to this sexual orientalism, the campy fight scenes, 

lumbering Arabs and surplus of crawling and slithering pests, akin to those in Raiders of 

the Lost Ark, merge to create a truly fantastical adventure exploding with orientalism. 

 Like the 1940 The Mummy’s Hand and the British The Mummy in 1959, the 1999 

version of The Mummy inspired a string of sequels. The Mummy Returns (2001) is every 

bit as orientalist as its 1999 predecessor. The film follows Rick and Evelyn as they face 

off with the re-resurrected Imhotep. Accompanied by their young son, the pair “discover” 
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a tomb at the film’s beginning. Rick tells the boy to wait outside “while [his] mother goes 

and desecrates another tomb” (he mumbles this under his breath so his son cannot hear 

it).164 He then smashes through a wall – on which Evelyn had been examining 

hieroglyphics – to reveal a chamber full of mummies, stacked on shelves, with scorpions 

and spiders covering the floor, across which he walks casually, crunching them as he 

goes. After they steal a bracelet, a variety of booby traps cause the place to fall apart 

around them, similar to the opening sequence in Raiders of the Lost Ark. Evelyn claims 

the bracelet will lead them to a mythical oasis and argues they should go in search of it. 

She says Ramses IV sent 1000 men to find it, “the last known expedition,” but then adds 

that “Alexander the Great sent troops in search of it; so did Caesar and Napoleon.”165 Not 

only does this historical name-dropping surround an absolutely fabricated story, but it 

states that Ramses IV’s expedition was the last (he ruled around 1150 BCE), after Caesar, 

Alexander and Napoleon. Chronology and actual history are thus completely disregarded, 

and it is also not surprising that three of the fabricated expeditions were carried out by 

westerners. 

 Their journey involves riding in a blimp provided by Rick’s friend from “Magic 

Carpet Airways”166 and wandering through the jungle-like “oasis,” in which skeletons of 

Roman legionnaires and Napoleon’s troops are strung up on wooden frames. Grotesque, 

savage little men hunt and kill as many of them as they can, and when Evelyn’s brother 

asks, “Who were those creepy little pigmy things?” Rick responds, “They’re just the local 

                                                 
164 The Mummy Returns (2001) Universal Pictures; Directed by Stephen Sommers, Written by Stephen 

Sommers 5:00. 
165 Ibid 23:00. 
166 Ibid 55:00. 
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natives.”167 Along the way, Evelyn has recurring glimpses of her previous life in ancient 

Egypt, eventually realizing the pharaoh Anch Su Namun betrayed with Imhotep was her 

father. She has a vision of herself and Anch Su Namun, wearing skimpy, two-piece 

outfits and gold masks and having a knife fight for the amusement of the pharaoh’s court, 

and Evelyn – whose earlier incarnation was Nefretiri – comes out on the losing end. (At 

the end of the film they fight again, this time in western clothing, and Evelyn wins.) 

Again, she masquerades as eastern and becomes a sex object.168 

  
  

CONCLUSION  

 The orientalism evident in American films about Egypt is thus significantly more 

complicated than Said’s conception of orientalism would suggest. Not only are specific 

aspects of it quite positive, such as the veneration of the library and lighthouse at 

Alexandria and the admiration shown for the intelligent and powerful Cleopatra, but in 

several cases the Orient is represented as a desirable location. Helen longs to be in 

ancient Egypt in the 1932 The Mummy, and it turns out she is reincarnated Egyptian 

royalty. Part of this is connected to the stereotype of eastern wealth and decadence, but 

this is still a two-way street.  

 On the other hand, the orientalism in these films seems immune to historical 

context, suggesting that Said is correct in cases where powerful forces have not forced 

                                                 
167 Ibid 1:32:30. 
168 The film led to another sequel, a spin-off called The Scorpion King (2002), which is based on one of 

the villains invented for The Mummy Returns. Another sequel followed in 2008, the poorly conceived 
The Mummy: Tomb of the Dragon Emperor, which follows Rick and Evelyn to China to do battle with a 
resurrected Chinese emperor. The orientalism in these films grows more and more extreme and moves 
even further away from plausibility. 
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the West to ponder dominant views of the East. After all, it took a catastrophic war in 

Iraq to begin to break down the dichotomization of eastern and western in American 

cinematic representations of Baghdad. The American cinematic view of Jerusalem is far 

more complicated and varied, and individual filmmakers have different personal 

connections to Christian mythology and contemporary regional politics, which disturbs a 

linear evolution of filmic depictions. What this explication of American films set in 

Egypt shows above all else, however, is that lacking this kind of political/military impact 

or personal connection, orientalism persists and even expands in American artistic 

illustrations of the Middle East. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 84

CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

 

 My intent has been to approach orientalism from an historical perspective and 

provide an explication of its evolution in one specific medium with regards to particular 

geographic locations. By linking this progression to the specific literary, political and 

military history that informs it, I have illustrated that orientalism evolves according to its 

historical context. The historical/political milieu in which a film is made, in other words, 

leads to significant changes in the way orientalism manifests itself, and powerful forces, 

such as 9/11 and the Second Gulf War, can even lead to filmmakers tearing down aspects 

of the orientalist paradigm. On the other hand, when left untouched by such forces, 

orientalism persists in a static, unchanging way. 

 A brief examination of two additional films dealing with the “oriental other” will 

shed some additional light on these changing representations. Over the course of the 

twentieth century, a number of big-budget epics have been made about the Crusades. 

Much can be discerned about the period in which those films were made by examining 

the specific phases they purport to represent, and the ways in which they portray the 

Christian and Muslim characters, armies and claims to the land. Cecil B. DeMille’s The 

Crusades (1935) chronicles the Third Crusade, sometimes referred to as the King’s 

Crusade, lead mostly by Phillip II of France, Richard I of England and Frederick I, the 

Holy Roman Emperor. This crusade was a reaction to Saladin’s reconquest of Jerusalem 

in 1187. Kingdom of Heaven (2005), on the other hand, loosely follows the events 
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leading up to Saladin’s retaking of Jerusalem, thereby underlining the historical follies of 

western invasions in the Middle East. 

 The Third Crusade is the best choice for a filmmaker who wishes to show heroic 

European Christians setting out to save white damsels in distress from savage, 

blaspheming orientals. Although it ultimately failed, DeMille makes use of Saladin’s 

agreement to allow unarmed Christian pilgrims to enter the city – which they had been 

able to do before 1099169 – to suggest a form of Christian triumph at the end of the film. 

The opening caption of The Crusades, set against a shot of a minaret with a muezzin 

calling to prayer, reads: “The Saracens170 of Asia swept over Jerusalem and the Holy 

Land, crushing the Christians to death or slavery.”171 This sets the stage for a Christian 

re-conquest of the “Holy Land,” which has been unjustly stolen by Muslim “Asians” with 

no claim to it. In the following scenes a cross is pulled off of a building and broken into 

pieces, then burned along with what appear to be bibles and paintings of Christian 

figures. An oriental auctioneer is selling chained white women – most of them blond – to 

a number of eastern-looking men, saying, “And may Allah give you joy.”172 Again, 

“Allah” is used in an otherwise English sentence to distinguish the Muslim belief in God 

as explicitly separate from that of Christians. This will be addressed directly at the end of 

                                                 
169 In fact, as Saladin recognized, a large part of the potential revenues from Jerusalem was related to 

traveling Christian pilgrims. 
170 The Romans referred to non-Arab inhabitants of the Province of Syria as Saracens, and it was later 

applied to Arabs as well. During the Crusades the term became synonymous with Muslim. The term 
itself is an example of western oriental reductionism, using one word or idea to represent a large, 
diverse geography of disparate peoples and cultures. 

171 The Crusades (1935) Paramount Pictures; Directed by Cecil B. DeMille and Written by Harold 
Lamb and Waldemar Young 2:20. 

172 Ibid 4:03. 
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the film. These Caucasian captives are guarded by a black man173 holding a spear and 

wearing a leopard skin around his waist. As threatening Saladin rides through the streets 

triumphantly, an old Christian man declares to him: “I go to all the kings in Christendom. 

A mighty host shall arise and arm!” Saladin responds: 

Who sets foot in Asia with a sword shall not return. Go, Hermit. Carry your 
thunder across the sea. Tell your Christian kings what you have seen. Your 
women sold as slaves, your knights trampled under our horses, your gospels cast 
into the flames, the power of your cross broken forever. 
 

The old man says in return that, “The armies of Christ shall arise and redeem his tomb. 

The cries of these Christian women sold into slavery shall be answered.” 174 This seems 

like a direct challenge from Saladin to all Christians to combat, if they dare, his 

desecration of their religion and “pillaging” of their women. In western minds, what 

better justification could there be for marching off to fight for Jerusalem? While there are 

no oriental women in the film, the theme of dark, eastern, Muslim male’s lust for white, 

western, Christian women goes beyond the capture and sale of white female slaves. 

Saladin is captivated by Richard’s wife, Berengaria, and after he captures her and 

discovers a plot to assassinate Richard, she agrees to give herself to him if he will save 

Richard. (Her release from this arrangement is part of the happy ending.) 

 The fighting is concentrated around the port city of Acre, which the Crusaders did 

take, thereafter slaughtering all of its Muslim inhabitants. In one of the film’s most 

revealing scenes, Berengaria tells the captive King Richard, who has been brought before 

                                                 
173 Black slaves are the norm in these earlier films, perhaps representing a school of thought among 

some Americans that slavery in the Americas was to some extent forgivable because “eastern” peoples 
had enslaved each other for centuries, in which case the uniform blackness of such slaves reflects a 
specifically American perspective. 

174 The Crusades (1935) 5:40. 
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Saladin: “We were proud, dearest, when we took the cross,175 and in our pride we fought 

to conquer Jerusalem. We tried to ride through blood to the Holy Place of God. And now 

. . . now we suffer.” Saladin corrects her, “The Holy City of Allah,” to which she 

responds, “What if we call him Allah or God? His cross is burned deep into our hearts. 

[…] Don’t you see Richard, there’s only one way: peace. Make peace between Christian 

and Saracen.”176 In some ways, this sounds like a clip from a post-9/11-and-Iraq-invasion 

Hollywood film lobbying for peace and nonintervention, but another way to view this 

scene is that this was the only way for DeMille to end the film on a triumphant note for 

the crusaders. As Berengaria pleads with Richard to opt for peace, the implication is that 

he wants to push on and attack Jerusalem; thus the crusaders took the high road and chose 

to make peace with the violent “Asians.” The overly dramatized final scenes in which 

they file into the city (unarmed) to view sacred Christian sites before retreating, set to 

exuberant choral music, overshadows the simple fact that the Christians failed and are not 

returning home by choice. This goes unnoticed as crosses are raised anew over churches 

and Christian captives stream out of dungeons shouting “Freedom!” and “The war is 

over!”177 

 While DeMille’s The Crusades focused on the only crusade that, when 

appropriately distorted, made the Christians seem justified, not particularly bloodthirsty, 

and at least partly victorious, the agenda of Kingdom of Heaven is entirely different. It 

opens with the captions: “It is almost 100 years since Christian armies from Europe 
                                                 
175 The actual cross on which Christ was supposed to have been crucified was kept in Acre in the film. 

There is a rather cheesy scene in which the crusades clamber up a stone staircase to witness it, blinded 
by the bright light it apparently emits. 

176 The Crusades (1935) 152:00. 
177 Ibid 159:00. 



 88

seized Jerusalem;” and “Europe suffers in the grip of repression and poverty. Peasant and 

lord alike flee to the Holy Land in search of fortune or salvation.”178 The film’s initial 

scenes, set in France in 1184, paint a bleak picture of an impoverished, violent land with 

a cruel and unjust clergy. The western idea of the amalgamated East is evident, as Balian, 

the film’s protagonist, is told, “Jerusalem is easy to find. You come to where the men 

speak Italian, then continue until they speak something else.”179 However, there is also a 

general incrimination of the West – and Christianity in particular – as having been guilty 

of the same manner of irrational extremism it now finds so troubling. As Balian makes 

his way toward Jerusalem, he hears a Christian preaching by the road, “To kill an infidel 

is not murder. It is the path to heaven.”180 After arriving in Jerusalem, one of his 

compatriots tells him he has “seen the lunacy of fanatics of every denomination be called 

the will of God. Holiness is in right action and courage on behalf of those who cannot 

defend themselves.”181 Anachronistically imposed, this sense of egalitarianism reveals 

quite a bit about the film’s general attitude toward religion – more specifically 

Christianity, as Islam is left largely untouched. In fact, Muslims are generally portrayed 

positively in the film. The King of Jerusalem is said to have had a peace with Saladin for 

six years, under which he maintains Jerusalem as “a place for prayer for all faiths, as the 

Muslims did.”182 Furthermore, Saladin is represented as a rational leader who thinks 

preparation and skill win battles, not simply prayer to God. His army is organized and 

                                                 
178 Kingdom of Heaven (2005) Twentieth Century-Fox Film Corporation; Directed by Ridley Scott and 

Written by William Monahan 0:55. 
179 Ibid 8:11. 
180 Ibid 19:00. 
181 Ibid 39:50. 
182 Ibid 41:00. 
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disciplined, and easily defeats the Christian army when the new King of Jerusalem 

deliberately stirs up a war with him. When he besieges Jerusalem and defeats its 

inhabitants, then offers to let everyone leave the city safely, a bewildered Balian 

responds, “The Christians butchered every Muslim within the walls when they took this 

city.” He almost smiles, “I am not those men. I am Saladin.”183 After they leave and he 

moves into the city, Saladin is seen picking up a cross in a disheveled church and 

carefully placing it on a table, illustrating that he respects Christian beliefs. 

 Christians, on the other hand, are represented quite negatively. Most of them are 

only interested in obtaining wealth and power and they start a war with Saladin for that 

reason. They capture Saladin’s sister, who is dressed in a black chador and veil. One of 

her captors tears off her veil, revealing a solemn, dark face, and she says simply,      

"��"��ح ا���� أ  184 (Salah alDin Akhee: Saladin is my brother), thinking this will save 

her. But he knows this already, and it is for this very reason that he rapes and kills her. 

Thus in Kingdom of Heaven it is Christians who defile innocent Muslim women. 

 Interestingly, the Princess of Jerusalem (the original King’s sister) is used to 

employ a new take on a familiar dynamic regarding eroticized oriental women. She is 

white, which makes sense historically,185 but she wears titillating oriental gowns that fit 

her form closely – and reveal quite a bit of cleavage – and see-through veils. She also 

goes out of her way to pay Balian a visit and is quite forward about her intentions to sleep 

with him. Thus the white female masquerading as an oriental in order to play an erotic 

                                                 
183 Ibid 206:25. 
184 Ibid 127:00. 
185 She would have been of Frankish descent. 
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and sexually inviting role becomes a sexually free white woman who dons oriental garb 

to add to her allure, but in juxtaposition to the chaste, modest Muslim woman seen in the 

film. 

 In addition to the film’s overall condemnation of western intervention in the 

Middle East – customary in Hollywood films since the beginning of the Iraq War – it to 

weighs in on the issue of Israel/Palestine as well. As the embattled occupants of 

Jerusalem prepare for what will likely be a successful assault by Saladin’s forces, Balian 

addresses them: “We fight over an offense we did not give, against those who were not 

alive to be offended.” He insists that “No one has claim … all have claim,”186 ignoring a 

priest’s comment that this is blasphemy. This does not suggest a solution to the conflict, 

of course, but it does represent a pro-Palestinian stance, as the underlying suggestion is 

that they have a legitimate claim to the land as well. Here again, the impact of the Iraq 

War on American thinking about the region is evident, but this is in a film set in historic 

Jerusalem, not present-day Iraq. Thus, the force of actual occurrences in the region, at 

least when powerful enough, affects a rethinking of the traditional mode of 

representation. 

 

 I began this study of orientalism in American film with the intent of providing an 

historical and geographical context for orientalist representation in order to examine the 

validity of Said’s thesis. Furthermore, this thesis bridges the gap between historical 

inquiry and post-colonial theory. Combining an analysis of the relevant history with a 
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consideration of shifts in orientalist iconography reveals conspicuous and distinct patterns 

in orientalism in American film. In short, the early Baghdad films seem to support Said’s 

conception of pervasive orientalism, but the stark shifts in later American films set in 

Baghdad undermine this claim. Real occurrences in the real Middle East, it seems, have 

the ability to sway artistic representations of the “imagined” East Said proclaims. 

Significant shifts in filmic representations of Jerusalem are also the result of the 

American entanglement in Iraq, as seen in Kingdom of Heaven. But in addition, religious 

belief – or the lack thereof – is also important here because of the close connection many 

Americans feel to Jerusalem and its history – or at least one particular, mythological 

occurrence in its history. This is displayed in the very personal visions of filmmakers like 

Martin Scorsese and Mel Gibson. 

 Taken by itself, Egypt could be seen as an affirmation of Said’s argument. 

Regardless of the historic milieu, American cinematic representations have remained 

frozen in static orientalist conceptions of Egyptians and Egyptian history. Not even the 

blunt force of 9/11 and the Iraq War has affected any shift in cinematic depictions of 

Egypt, which remain fantastical and mummy-laden. Although it is clear from these three 

examples that orientalism is considerably more complex than Said suggested, it certainly 

remains deeply-rooted in the way Americans view specific places in the Middle East. 

 This thesis suggests that Said is correct in arguing that the historic western idea of 

the Orient is largely imagined; in many of the films examined here, orientalist stereotypes 

dominate American cinematic representations of the region. Although, filmmakers and 

American audiences are now producing and paying to see more thoughtful films that 
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attempt to break through these images, examples such as Kingdom of Heaven and Body of 

Lies fail to do so and remain trapped in the mindset of dichotomy. They seek to 

comprehend – and also judge – Western intervention in the Middle East, but they 

continue to operate inside the parameters of West/East, us-versus-them, and their 

perspectives are as much influenced by internal American politics as by a desire to 

portray the Middle East accurately. Furthermore, this shift in American thinking and 

filmmaking was only brought about by the forceful impact of 9/11 and the Iraq War. 

What will it take, then, to move beyond orientalism? Said sought to expose as counterfeit 

and corrupt the very concept that such places as the Orient and Occident exist. Only by 

thinking of places such as Baghdad, Jerusalem and Egypt as unique, rather than 

populated by the same dark men, dancing women and magic; and as having separate and 

relative connections with the US, rather than representing different fronts in the 

East/West hegemonic dichotomy, will outmoded orientalist tropes cease to be the norm in 

American portrayals of those locations that exist within the arbitrary boundaries of our 

imagined Orient. 
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