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BY CAROLIEN STOLTE

On December 15th last, David Schimmelpenninck van der Oye, Professor of
Russian Studies at Brock University in Ontario, visited Leiden for a lecture on the
applicability of Edward Said’s theories on Orientalism to Russian images of Asia.
He kindly consented to a lunchtime conversation with fellow Russianist Henk
Kern and Carolien Stolte to talk about his life, his work and his most recent book.
David Schimmelpenninck van der Oye teaches courses in Russian and Inner
Asian history. His research interests focus on Imperial Russian intellectual, cultur-
al and diplomatic issues. He has written two books, Toward the Rising Sun:
Ideologies of Empire and the Path to War with Japan (DeKalb: Northern Illinois
University Press, 2001), and Russian Orientalism: Asia in the Russian Mind from
Peter the Great to the Emigration (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010).

You come from a Dutch family. How did you end up overseas in the United States
and Canada?
This is fairly easy—I did not have much choice in the matter. Two days after the
Prince of Orange was born,1 which I remember very clearly because the cannons
went off at my aunt’s house, we emigrated to Canada. My father was working for an
American company and he preferred to live and work in North America. I was ten
years old then, so I was schooled in Canada. We did come back for one year in the
1970s, during the time of Den Uyl.2 I went to high school in the Netherlands, but
we moved back permanently afterwards. So I finished high school in Canada, after
which I went to the States because I wanted to study Russia. I had always wanted
to study Russia, and Yale at that point happened to have the best Russian depart-
ment. At that point I thought I was going to be a diplomat and work somewhere in
Eastern Europe, but my experience in military service soon convinced me that I did
not want to work for the government.
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What did you end up doing after college?
I took about ten years off and worked in a bank, two years of which I spent in
London working on the Benelux region for a Swedish bank. But eventually, I began
to dislike banking. First of all, I’m not very good at math, and secondly, I wasn’t real-
ly interested in finance, and you do have to have both of those qualities to be a
banker. So fortunately, at the age of thirty-three, I was able to switch careers, and
Yale was kind enough to take me back and accept me into their PhD programme.
So I started really late, or relatively late, which was a tremendous advantage I have
to say. I had some knowledge of the real world, which is always helpful when you’re
in the ivory tower, and I was a bit older—in fact, I was the same age as some of my
professors. It helped me a lot, and not least to finish my thesis within six years.

How did you arrive at your dissertation topic on Russian-oriental relations?
Yale in the early 1990s was not the first place you would go to study Russia.
However, it did have one of the top history departments, and for me that was very
advantageous: I had one professor of Russian history on my committee, but all the
other professors on the committee did something else. I was very fortunate in this
respect. For instance, in my first year I worked as a teaching assistant for the
Chinese History class of Jonathan Spence.3 As a result, I became very interested in
Chinese history as well. And when I began thinking of a PhD topic, I began think-
ing of Sino-Russian relations. Ultimately, my doctorate was a study of Russian
expansion into Manchuria just before the Russo-Japanese War. And again, I was
lucky because I had this very good diplomatic historian, Paul Kennedy,4 on my com-
mittee, as well as Jonathan Spence and Paul Bushkovitch for Russian history.5 The
latter was a firm believer in very thorough archival work. And of course, beginning
a thesis in 1993 was absolutely ideal, because it was the peak of archival liberaliza-
tion in Russia. So for a lot of the things I looked at, I was the first, and definitely the
first Western scholar, to have seen those documents since the 1950s. There was
really only one file I was not allowed to look at, but that was very tangential anyway.
This was when I was doing an article on code-breaking and the Foreign Ministry did
not allow me to look at the cryptography files in question. But this was fully under-
standable and would likely have been the same in the United States at that time.

What had triggered your interest in Russia in the first place?
Well, there are two explanations. First, there is my mother’s theory. My parents actu-
ally met in North America, and my mother is French. She was doing an exchange
at the Southern Methodist University in Dallas. My father, who had just studied law
at Leiden, was working as a journalist in the States, and that is how they met. When
she was pregnant with me, my mother was a bit rebellious—we are talking the mid-
1950s here—and every morning, to annoy the neighbours, she would play the
Internationale as sung by the Red Army Choir. So she thinks that my affinity for
Russia was born because I listened to the Red Army Choir every morning in utero.
However, I think it is really because her father, my grandfather, was Russian. He was
an “enemy of the people” who left Crimea in 1921, and came to Paris via
Constantinople, where he met my grandmother. I never knew him because my
grandparents separated shortly after my mother’s birth. Despite her Russian sur-
name though, my mother grew up completely French culturally. Still, it makes me
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one quarter Russian. And growing up in Holland, in Rotterdam and in Aerdenhout,
I knew my Dutch roots extremely well, I knew my grandmother and the French side
of my family—Paris is after all only six hours by car—but I knew nothing about the
Russian side. I think that was the trigger.

One might imagine that, having done Russian Studies in the 1970s in the United
States, and doing research in Russia afterwards, you have experienced great
change.
Well, the clearest example is that when they changed the name of Leningrad back
to St Petersburg in 1991, I opened up a bottle of champagne. But when I started
studying, I thought that there might very well be a war with the Soviet Union, it was
in the midst of the Cold War after all—the “evil empire” and all that. But I had this
fascination for Russian culture and knew that it was not inherently evil. So I was very
glad to see that it stopped being “evil” in 1991. My education was a bit odd in that
sense because I began in 1975, and at that point the academy in the United States
was not at all conservative or right wing. It was the generation of Vietnam. In fact,
because I was in the Canadian Army Reserves at that point, I had the shortest hair
on campus, among males at least. There was no innate anti-Soviet or anti-Russian
hostility amongst the students, or amongst the faculty for that matter. The biggest
change was rather methodological—for a long time, it was taught that Marxist ide-
ology was really the dominant driving factor in the Russian view of the world, and
then suddenly, that disappeared. But fortunately, my interest had always been the
nineteenth century, so I did not really need to make any big adjustments. But I have
to say that the collapse of the Soviet Union, for me and for my generation of stu-
dents in the United States, came almost as a mixed blessing. Of course, it was all
of a sudden much easier to go to Russia, to work in the Russian archives, and to
talk to Russians. In the past, any exchange had been strictly regulated. Conditions
were very austere; you’d live in a small, dark dormitory room on campus with very
limited contact with others. And when I went there in 1993 I had a private apart-
ment and could shop for my own food! That was great, of course. But the disad-
vantage was that when Russia stopped being the evil empire, the government
became much less interested in funding Russian Studies and by the same token,
universities became much less interested in hiring Russianists: the demand for
Russian historians collapsed. The only reason that I got a job at the university I am
at now is through a stroke of dumb luck: the Russian historian there had retired.
The Dean wanted to hire somebody for East Asia and the department chair want-
ed a Russian historian, so they decided to compromise: someone who could do
both East Asian and Russian history. And I, with my experience in Chinese history,
could deliver both.

So you were an excellent candidate, being at home in both worlds. And that is
also the line your research has taken, is it not?
It is—even though the history department at Brock University has been very fortu-
nate in its funding and the department has almost doubled in size in recent years,
so we now have a Chinese historian too. I work mainly on Russia and Central Asia
these days. But my intellectual focus has always been on the Russian East, and my
work has always been on Russian thinking about the East and Russian activities,
relationships, and dealings with the East.
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But your first book was about the origins of the Russo-Japanese war. So you first
studied imperialism, and then moved more to the intellectual side of relations
between Russia and the East. How did this shift from imperialism to orientalism
come about?
Well, I have always been interested in ideas. My first book was about how ideas influ-
enced Russian foreign policy in the Far East. And as a result, I also became very
interested in the various mechanisms of thinking about the East—not just as a fac-
tor in policy-making, but also how the Russians thought about the East. So it was
really quite a natural evolution into writing about Russian “orientalism”. Obviously,
for good or for ill, the influence of Edward Said on this particular brand of scholar-
ship has been enormous, although that has been changing over the last few years.
I was already quite familiar with Saidian thought when I was looking at how certain
ideas influenced high politics and diplomacy. So I began to pose myself the ques-
tion: does the Saidian paradigm really apply to Russia? In other words, considering
that Orientalism as such is really part of the armoury of European conquest and
hegemony, can this even apply to Russia? The case of Russia is so much more
complicated. Even more so than for most other European countries, the study of
the East in Russia was very often linked to conquest and administration. In Kazan,
seven hundred kilometres east of Moscow, the population is Tatar, and there are
many other Asian nationalities who had traditionally all been allowed to rule them-
selves according to their own customs. But as the nineteenth century developed,
more specialists were needed who knew customary law, Islamic law, customary
Mongol law, et cetera. They were needed specifically to deal with these people.
Russia was very active in its eastern expansion in this period—towards Persia,
Turkey, China, Mongolia, so it needed people who knew a lot about these countries
too. However, just because the government supported that, did not mean that these
people subscribed either to Russian schemes of conquest or that they saw the
Orient as Said maintains that Europeans saw the Orient: as something weaker, infe-
rior—the antithesis of “we”. “We” is light, goodness, intellect; “they” is ignorance,
evil; “we” are men, “they” are women; that sort of thing. Well, for Russia, that sim-
ply did not work. 

So what kind of attitudes did you encounter?
What struck me was that a lot of Russian Orientalists thought very positively of the
cultures they studied. Furthermore, a good part of these Orientalists were them-
selves of oriental origin: they were Asians studying Asia. Clearly these people did not
think of themselves in a deprecatory manner. But even those Orientalists who could
say they were real Russians—which is not actually something you can say, just as
there is almost no such thing as a pure-blooded American—even they saw Asia in
a very different way.

Is there a difference between your first and your second book in that sense?
Well, for my first book, looking at ideas that influenced Russia’s eastern policy,
some ideas I encountered were very much in the Saidian vein: that Asia was there
to be conquered. There were others saying that Asia had to be conquered because
Russians are themselves Asians, and yet others who maintained that Asia was actu-
ally superior, but in a very fearful way—the idea of the Yellow Peril. There is very
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little of the effeminate East in that image. Said does have some very good points as
regards the inherent link between knowledge and power, but his conclusions are far
too one-sided, and complicated by the fact that some of the Russian Orientalists
regard themselves as Asians, or detected a common heritage, or at the very least
did not consider themselves as Western Europeans. There is much greater intima-
cy. But even that cannot be generalised. Consider the difference between St
Petersburg and Moscow. St Petersburg is very consciously Western. If you go to
Moscow, this is already quite different. And then, if you go to Kazan, it is even more
different. But then, if you even go further to the east, to a place like, say,
Khabarovsk,6 the city looks completely European! In fact, it is very striking that you
see so few Asian faces there. Part of this is a desperate attempt to keep out the
Chinese. All in all, I am loath to ascribe any sort of European or Asian characteris-
tics to Russia myself. Russians are culturally different from either.

But many Russians will still state that they are Europeans, while very few will
say that they are more like the Chinese.
True. But interestingly, conservatives—and by conservatives I mean communists,
like Zyuganov7 and people on the right, neonationalists like Dugin,8 will say that they
have more in common with Asians than with Europeans in the sense that the West
represents a very materialist culture, one that champions civil rights, individual lib-
erties, parliaments and things like that. The East, on the other hand, champions
spirituality, supposedly, but also firmer government, the strong hand of the state.
And that is appealing to some Russians, who feel that Russia has been hard done
by after the collapse of the Soviet Union and has been weakened. As a result, one
sees identification with the East.

Is it because of this that in talking to the West, Russia likes to emphasise its
Eastern heritage, while in talking to the East, Russia presents itself as a sort of
example and avant-garde of the West?
It is to a certain extent, but not always. This was already evident in Russian diplo-
macy during the time of Primakov,9 who by the way was head of the Oriental
Institute before he became foreign minister. He very much promoted the notion that
Russia had a certain affinity with Iran, with China, with Turkey and with India, and
should be closer to them in defending themselves against the Western hegemon.
That is still a trend in Russian politics today. Less so with India since Obama has
made some inroads there, but certainly in Russia’s affiliations with Iran and Turkey.
China is a more complicated case, not least because of the historical relationship
between the two, but also because there is a fear of irredentism, especially in the
Far East. If you look at Chinese textbooks, you sometimes see maps of imperial
China or of Chinese territories that incorporate all of the Far Eastern provinces that
the Russians won in 1860. To people in Vladivostok, for instance, this is a point of
concern. And there is a lot of border-crossing, both legal and illegal, so you see a
lot of explicit references to the Yellow Peril there.

And when does this identification with Asia come to the fore? Is this affinity with
various Asian nations as evident in the nineteenth century?
Absolutely. One of the things that really struck me when I first started working on
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this was the Russian prince Ukhtomsky,10 who was a great lover of oriental art. He
accompanied Nicholas II on his grand tour, but not to see Rome or Greece; he was
sent to the Far East by his father Alexander III because the latter felt the future of
Russia lay with Asia. Ukhtomsky thought that Russia was fundamentally Asian, and
he published a very rich six-volume work in which one reads the same rhetoric of
natural affinity with the East as one later finds in Soviet Union works; that the
Russians had not come to the East to send missionaries, to sell opium—they came
there to fraternise with Eastern peoples. So in the late imperial era the rhetoric of
Russia’s affinity with the East was very much there. The unusual thing about it is
that before the Revolution, this rhetoric was very conservative and employed by
those who were fearful of the liberalism and constitutionalism of the West. One of
the first to employ this rhetoric was the education minister of Nicholas I, Count
Uvarov,11 who sought to establish an Institut Asiatique as early as the 1810s. He
argued that the West would bring nothing but harm to Russia. The West had already
produced a revolution that had led to the end of the Bourbon monarchy, a revolu-
tion that might very well spread everywhere, including Russia—as indeed it did in
1825.12 He therefore argued that Russia should look to the wisdom of the East
rather than to the West. So what changed in the early twentieth century is that this
same rhetoric was suddenly employed from a progressive socialist perspective: that
Russia was not “the West” because it was not capitalist.

What is your next project going to be about?
Right now I am interested in the Great Game. My next book is going to be about
Russian expansion into Central Asia and the rivalry between Russia and British Asia:
some Indian Maharajas, the Siamese, and the Tibetans wrote to the Czar for pro-
tection. This had a large element of “the enemy of my enemy is my friend”. If you
have the English coming at you, for example when the thirteenth Dalai Lama saw
the English move northward into Nepal, and they could not turn to the Chinese,
they sought allies in Russia to defend themselves from the English. Very much like
the Emir of Afghanistan looked to Russian support against English incursions.

In the beginning of this interview, you talked about your exposure to the music of
the Red Army Choir. We have also heard you have a special interest in Russian
music. You use it in your latest book on Orientalism and in your teaching.
Music as well as painting expresses ideas in the same way that written text does. In
my Russian history course, for example, when I teach the Napoleonic invasion, I talk
for five minutes about what happened, and then for the rest of the lecture I play my
students the 1812 Overture. On the one side you hear the French represented by
La Marseillaise, which represents revolution, atheism; and because it is France, it
is something alien. But then, Tchaikovsky weaves three elements into this overture.
He has a folk song, which represents the people; there is a church song, represent-
ing orthodoxy; and then of course in the final crescendo you hear Bozhe tsarya
khrani! (God save the tsar) which is the national anthem. This very nicely illustrates
the formula coined by Count Uvarov of “nationality, orthodoxy and aristocracy”,
which was the ideological bedrock of the ancient regime. By playing that, I spend a
lot of time explaining what these tunes are, the students sit around and stand a bit
but they all love the 1812 overture, and it makes it a lot clearer than when I would
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just say that Uvarov came up with the idea of orthodoxy, aristocracy and nationali-
ty. And it explains very clearly why the Russians were so afraid of Revolution and the
French. And after all, the revolution affected them directly because the French
invaded Russia. But music, like art, does also speak a different and more immedi-
ate language and provides a different perspective. Together with my brother, who is
a DJ and has a very different career, I’ve put together a CD called “Greatest Hits of
the Russian Empire”.

One might imagine Russian Orientalism is also very evident in art from this
period.
Absolutely. For instance, I look at the paintings of Vereshchagin,13 who portrayed the
Russian campaigns in Turkestan in the 1860s. You can read many of these paint-
ings in a very Saidian way, because it shows the East as hostile. There is a very
famous painting of an old man with a long beard who is looking very lustily at a
young boy. The light shines directly at the buttocks of the boy, and you can see that
the man is very obviously looking at the other side, so you know what he is looking
at, which shows the East as very wicked. Other paintings of Vereshchagin show the
Emir of Bukhara after the clash with the Russians. He is looking at sticks with the
heads of Russian troops, who died at these sticks while everybody is cheering. The
Saidian image of a malevolent Orient is very evident here. And then Borodin, on the
other hand, represents the Orient as something very honourable in Prince Igor.
Prince Igor was based on a well-known tale from early Russian literature, composed
sometime in the early thirteenth century. It recalls a battle by a minor prince against
an Inner Asian people, the Polovtsians. Igor is captured by the Polovtsian Khan, who
treats him very honourably, and eventually his son marries the Polovtsian’s daugh-
ter. So there is a slightly Eurasian message in there, of Russian origins as being
from the West but also from the East. This was clearly shown in Borodin himself
too, because he himself was the son of a Tatar prince. He had Tatar blood in his
veins and was very conscious of that. We know that because he wrote about it, but
also because he would occasionally go to costume balls dressed as a Chinese man-
darin. He played with his heritage.

Finally, after all the changes you have observed in Russian Studies over the
years, could you give us a glimpse of the future you see for the discipline?
Well, Russian Studies have come full circle. In the 1970s and 1980s, even in the
1990s, the field was dominated by theory. And now that is becoming an old hat.
The opening of the archives has meant that people are doing more fundamental
research. It is almost ironic—Soviet studies were so linked to theoretical studies,
and when the rest of the field was becoming highly theorised in the 1990s and
started looking contemptuously at archival research, Russian studies went into a
different direction: because people were able to go to the archives, they had to go
to the archives. That did not mean a complete rejection of theory, but it does mean
that people took more seriously what was then regarded as old-fashioned research:
research into power, war, and violence, which is after all what drove a lot of histori-
cal studies until the Annales school and in America the rise of social history and
Alltagsgeschichte. The other change, which I feel to be a very positive develop-
ment, is that we no longer have the ideological rivalries that we used to have. There
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was a time when, if you identified with one professor, you automatically did not with
another. Either you were a Stalinist or an anti-Stalinist—and you have the mark of
Cain if you belong to one school and not the other. The disappearance of this ide-
ological rift has made that people with different opinions now actually talk to each
other. 

Notes

1 The 27th of April 1967.
2 Joop den Uyl, Dutch social-democrat and prime minister from 1973 to 1977.
3 Jonathan Spence (1936) was Sterling Professor of History at Yale from 1993 to 2008. His most

famous book is The Search for Modern China (1990).
4 Paul Kennedy is the J. Richardson Dilworth Professor of History at Yale University and is Director of

Yale’s International Security Program and author of The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers (1987).
5 Paul Bushkovitch specialises in Russia before the eighteenth century. He is the author of The

Merchants of Moscow 1580-1650 (1980), Religion and Society in Russia, the Sixteenth and
Seventeenth Centuries (1992), Peter the Great: The Struggle for Power, 1671-1725 (2001).

6 Khabarovsk borders on northeastern China.
7 Gennady Zyuganov (1944) is First Secretary of the Communist Party of the Russian Federation and

Chairman of the Union of Communist Parties (UCP-CPSU).
8 Aleksandr Dugin (1962) is a well-known ideologist of Russian expansion and nationalism. He is

known for the book Foundations of Geopolitics (1997).
9 Yevgeny Maksimovtch Primakov (1929) served as Russian foreign minister, prime minister of Russia

and chief of the Russian intelligence service. He is also an academician and a member of the
Presidium of the Russian Academy of Sciences. 

10 Esper Ukhtomsky (1861-1921) was a close confidant of Nicholas II from 1890 to 1905 and wrote
the official record of Nicholas’ Grand Tour of the East in 1890-1.

11 Sergey Uvarov (1786-1855), classical scholar, minister of education and President of the Russian
Academy of Sciences from 1818 until his death.

12 This refers to the Decembrist uprising, on the 14th of December 1825 in St Petersburg, of liberal
Russian army officers in protest against the assumption of the throne by the conservative emperor
Nicholas I (1825-1855). The uprising was suppressed within one day.

13 Vasily Vereshchagin (1842-1904), Russian realist painter.
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