
V The Imperial Dimension of French
Romanticism: Asymmetrical Relationalities

V.1 Towards Madrid or Paris?

I read the episode of Atala, and the two of them [María and the sister of Efraín], admirable
for their immobility and abandon, heard pouring from my lips all of that melancholy col-
lected by the poet to “make the world weep.” … María, hearing my voice, uncovered her
face, and thick tears rolled down it. She was as beautiful as the poet’s creation, and I
loved her with the love that he imagined. … Oh! My soul and María’s were not just
moved by that reading: they were overwhelmed by foreboding. (Isaacs 88)¹

This text, from the circum-Caribbean country of Colombia, was written by Jorge
Isaacs, a resident of Colombia’s Cauca Valley but the son of a Jamaican father.
The scene excerpted here, from his novel María (1867), which became a Latin
American best seller shortly after its publication, illustrates a phenomenon
that is paradigmatic for nineteenth-century Latin American and Caribbean liter-
atures, namely the explicit orientation towards French Romanticism, in this case
in the form of the favorite books of the protagonists of narrative texts.What is the
context of this intensive reception of French Romanticism in the middle of the
tropics?

Most Caribbean authors spent varying amounts of time in the colonial cen-
ters of their respective mother countries. Here a difference emerges between the
writers of the French and Spanish colonies. For the inhabitants of the French
Caribbean colonial sphere, time spent in Paris appears to have been a self-evi-
dent prerequisite for the life of a writer. It was part of the ongoing pattern of
life for the ruling white Creole class from Guadeloupe and Martinique, who
had a monopoly on writing far into the nineteenth century, to have their children
educated in France, ignoring the necessary consequence that this only strength-
ened the cultural underdevelopment in the colonial sphere, which continued to

 “Leía yo el episodio de Atala, y las dos [María y la hermana de Efraín], admirables en su in-
movilidad y abandono, oían brotar de mis labios toda aquella melancolía aglomerada por el
poeta para ‘hacer llorar el mundo.’ … María, dejando oír mi voz, descubrió la faz, y por ella ro-
daban gruesas lágrimas. Era tan bella como la creación del poeta, y yo la amaba con el amor que
él imaginó. … ¡Ay! mi alma y la de María no sólo estaban conmovidas por aquella lectura: es-
taban abrumadas por el presentimiento.” This example from María is given for the sake of illus-
tration even though Isaacs, representing as he does a country that is “only” part of the Carib-
bean periphery, is not strictly speaking part of our corpus of writers and in fact does not
even come from the Caribbean side of Colombia.
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be afforded only economic, but no cultural, significance (cf. Bader 187; Gewecke,
Der Wille zur Nation 92 ff.). This exclusive orientation towards Paris can also be
seen in Haiti (and perhaps even more strongly there), which gained its independ-
ence so early.

For the authors of the Spanish Caribbean, there was a much greater variety
available in choosing their place of exile: Gómez de Avellaneda and Hostos spent
time in Spain, Heredia in Mexico, and Villaverde in the United States. There were
of course also examples of self-imposed exile to Madrid, which was comparable
to Paris and drew intellectuals eager for education and culture, such as Gómez
de Avellaneda, who preferred the metropolis of their own mother tongue to the
City of Light. Others, including Hostos, chose the capital of their mother country
mostly for political reasons, advocating a redefinition of colonial connections (cf.
Gewecke, Der Wille zur Nation 110). The Cuban Heredia took a far more radical
position: inspired by the political climate in Mexico, which was already inde-
pendent, he participated in a conspiracy against the Spanish crown.² Even
though in what follows we will be searching for and developing dominant pat-
terns of reception, and therefore also finally dominant patterns of movement,
it still needs to be noted that since their inception, Caribbean literatures have al-
ways been “literatures without a fixed abode” (cf. Ette, Writing-between-worlds
126– 156).

Under these circumstances, the differences in how writers positioned them-
selves literarily in the colonies (still or former) of France and Spain, respectively,
is not very surprising. The homogeneous geographical tendency on the part of
writers from the French colonies (still or former) to orient themselves towards
Paris also has a literary counterpart, in which these writers integrate themselves
into Paris’s literary currents (cf. Bader 187). Writers driven by revolutionary mo-
tivations—such as Heredia or Villaverde—who are more often writers from the
Spanish than the French Caribbean, are also much more likely to be affected
by the problematics of the in-between: from a distance and from the outside
in, they inscribe their literature and themselves in the struggle for a political
and, in part, also cultural emancipation, whereby they often are forced to the so-
bering recognition, on their return to the Caribbean, that they are not really at
home there anymore either and are now perceived as foreigners by their country-
men as well (cf. Gómez de Avellaneda, Sab, ed. Servera 38).

As we have seen, an extended stay in Paris was taken for granted in the in-
tellectual circles of the Antillean upper classes. And how were they integrated

 He thematizes exile very explicitly, for example in his “Hymn of the Exile” (“Himno del des-
terrado”).
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there? Were their works read and received critically? The most variegated forms
of transatlantic exchange could be found in Paris; it is for instance known that
Chateaubriand had a mistress from Martinique, who is supposed to have been an
important source of inspiration for his Le génie du Christianisme (The genius of
Christianity). Some intellectuals maintained direct exchanges: we can for in-
stance document direct influence by Chateaubriand on Coussin and by Hugo
on Levilloux and Maynard de Queilhe (Toumson I:69).

V.2 The Dominant Reception of French Romanticism

In spite of the very different reasons they had for leaving their respective islands,
what unites the literary texts of all of these writers is an orientation towards con-
temporary European currents.Which of these currents, exactly, are used as mod-
els? In 1843, Tanco denounces Zorrilla, Espronceda, Bretón de los Herreros, and
all of contemporary Spanish literature as imitations of foreign ideas and texts (cf.
Wogatzke 100).We can compare this to the various scenes in which France is glo-
rified in Levilloux’s novel Les créoles ou la Vie aux Antilles. As we saw earlier, on
their departure from the French mainland, Edmond and Estève run through all of
the benefits that they have received there: scholarship, the “elevation of the
soul,” a new moral existence (Levilloux 32; cf. Wogatzke 201). This exaltation
of the mother country is further emphasized by the fact that the conservative
French-language writers like to contrast the primitive Spanish conquerors with
the white colonial masters of French background, who are represented as
more sensitive, better educated, and living a finer life (Wogatzke 312). While
Spanish colonialism is equated with the pursuit of material interests, the French
colonial power is honored as having made its former colonies into true treasuries
of national culture (132).

In most Spanish-language texts, a clear differentiation is made with Spain,
in the sense of “you versus us”; Levilloux’s protagonist, on the other hand,
talks about “we, France” (nous, la France), for example (Levilloux 20). Becom-
ing French means emancipation from the uncultivated life of slavery, but it can
also be understood as a demand; Estève, from Guadeloupe, happily chooses
death for the fatherland on the French battlefields, just like the protagonist
of Bug-Jargal. These examples already make it clear that the texts of French
Romanticism enjoyed a much more intensive reception than did those from
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Spain. The influence of Lamartine, Chateaubriand, and Hugo is particularly
significant.³

But even in the Spanish colonial possessions, France’s Romantic intellectu-
als exert a formative influence. Thus Heredia’s work as a translator (cf. Pagni) of
Byron, Chateaubriand, and Lamartine marks a decisive step within the reception
history and development of Romanticism in the Spanish-speaking Caribbean (on
Chateaubriand reception see also Rössner 1710– 1711, 1720– 1721). In Madrid,
Gómez de Avellaneda was involved with Antonio Ferrer del Río’s magazine El la-
berinto (1843– 1845), putting her in close connection with other Spanish Roman-
tics, such as Gil y Carrasco, Hartzenbusch, and Carolina Coronado (Gómez de
Avellaneda, Sab, ed. Servera 25). Nevertheless, her literary texts display a clearer
connection with France.⁴ As an archetype of the Romantic hero, Sab points to a
social-Romantic reception of Hugo. Other protagonists of Gómez de Avellaneda’s
indicate the influence of Chateaubriand’s Atala (1801) and of Paul et Virginie, by
the pre-Romantic Bernardin de Saint-Pierre (1787).

Such successful representatives of Spanish Romanticism as Larra, Zorilla,
and Duque de Rivas enjoy a much smaller reception than do their French role
models, even among Spanish-speaking readers. To a very large extent, of course,
this has to do with the omnipresent role of French literature in all of Europe. If
Spanish intellectuals themselves were looking to French Romanticism as an in-
spiration, how could they then in turn convincingly serve as models for the lit-
erary upper classes of their own colonies?

What manifestations of Romantic models can we recognize in the Spanish
Caribbean? Here we reach the limits of classification attempts based on histori-
cal eras, because the late reception of Romanticism in Latin America overlaps
chronologically with the reception of Neoclassicism. The paradox of a positivist
Romanticism was created in a syncretistic alliance between Enlightenment and
Romanticism. Classicism and Romanticism were not seen by all authors as mu-
tually exclusive opposites but, often, as complementary phenomena (cf. Wo-
gatzke 95, reference to Cintier Vitier).

Gudrun Wogatzke has aptly detailed the attributes of the era, along with its
own attempts at delineating its boundaries: the Cuban members of del Monte’s
circle, like del Monte himself, regard themselves as eclectics, taking whatever

 Thus the Haitian writer Jean-Baptiste Chenêt, for example, expressed himself as follows in his
Études poétiques (Poetic studies): “Lamartine and Hugo are immortal gods: they have received
my faith and I serve at their altars.” (“Lamartine, Hugo, sont des dieux immortels: Ils ont
reçu ma foi, je sers sur leurs autels.”) (192, cited in Hoffmann, Littérature d’Haïti 99).
 It must of course also be taken into consideration here that in general, many of the Spanish
Romantics were influenced by their French colleagues.

234 V The Imperial Dimension of French Romanticism: Asymmetrical Relationalities



serves their goals from each of the poetological preceptions. Their positions vary
gradually, but not substantially, and continue to be indebted to Romanticism.
And yet none of them wants to be called a Romantic—no more than do their Eu-
ropean colleagues—which leads to the kind of negative connotation that can be
seen not only in the articles of such writers as Manrique and Mesonero but also
in Suárez’s Colección de Artículos, Villaverde’s El perjurio (Perjury, 1837), as well
as in Ramón Palma’s “La Romántica” and Ramón Piña’s “El romántico Ansel-
mo,” both of which appeared in 1838, in El Album and La Siempreviva respective-
ly (Wogatzke 95).

V.3 Variations of Reception

The French Romantics who enjoyed the most frequent reception in the Caribbean
colonies were those whose work dealt in some way with the New World.⁵ This
interest in the New World found various expressions; the two poles were exoti-
cism (most prominently represented by Chateaubriand) and social utopianism
(as seen most saliently in Hugo) (cf. Müller, “Chateaubriand und Hugo”). And
yet in all of these authors, one can also detect a certain ambivalence towards
the new, towards all of the change ushered in by the French Revolution. Even
in Chateaubriand, in his Memoirs from beyond the Tomb, we can find himself po-
sitioning himself as in the well-known passage, already cited above, in which he
finds himself “between two centuries as at the junction between two rivers; I
have plunged into their troubled waters, regretfully leaving behind the ancient
strand where I was born and swimming hopefully towards the unknown shores
where the new generations will land” (5; see section II.3 above).⁶

This ambiguity finds a variety of receptions among Caribbean authors, re-
flecting as it does their own mixed feelings about an ancien régime that, while
it still lived on in their world, was nevertheless facing its end, as must have
been clear to most of them. What appears in the French authors with a hint of
nostalgia is sometimes expressed among the plantation owners of the French
Caribbean as sheer terror, fed even more by the cautionary tale of Haiti. The writ-

 This includes Chateaubriand, with Atala; Hugo, with Bug-Jargal; and Lamartine, with Tous-
saint L’Ouverture. This does not, however, mean that these were the only representations of
the Other that Caribbean writers read. In Jorge Isaacs’s Maria, for instance, the title character
is a devoted reader of Lamartine’s Méditations.
 “Je me suis rencontré entre deux siècles comme au confluent de deux fleuves; j’ai plongé dans
leurs eaux troublées, m’éloignant avec regret du vieux rivage où je suis né nageant avec espér-
ance vers une rive inconnue.”
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ers of the Spanish-speaking Caribbean, on the other hand, tend more towards
the social utopian moments in their mainland French models, whether empha-
sizing abolitionism or separatism. The latter is rather rare before abolition ac-
tually takes place, which makes the priorities clear: the fight against the glaring
social inequalities stood in the foreground, and it was only after that was ad-
dressed that national independence might in turn receive focused attention.

In the reception of Romanticism, especially French Romanticism, by Carib-
bean writers, we can distinguish five broad patterns:
1. The explicit reception of French Romanticism as an unfiltered glorification

of France’s national culture. Poirié de Saint-Aurèle, Xavier Eyma, J.H.J. Cous-
sin, and Ignace Nau, for example, stand out with their hymnlike tributes to
their French role models. Let us take Coussin here as a representative voice:

It was during this time that that immortal work appeared in which, aside from a vast eru-
dition, the most exquisite sensibility can be found united with an imagination that may be
the most brilliant which has ever appeared among humankind: it should be apparent that I
am speaking of the Genius of Christendom. (Coussin I:xii)⁷

2. The reflection of the reception of French Romanticism in the reading habits
of the protagonists of narrative texts; in most cases, this consists of a reading
of Lamartine or Chateaubriand. The quotation from Isaacs’s María that be-
gins this chapter is an example of this.

3. The implicit reception of socially revolutionary Romanticism. This variation
is mostly focused on Victor Hugo. His early work Bug-Jargal, for instance,
was an important influence for Gómez de Avellaneda’s Sab, which we will
look at more closely in the next chapter.

4. A mediated orientation towards the French Romantics’ images of the Other
in the service of self-description: Prévost de Sansac, for example, explicitly
uses Bernardin de Saint-Pierre’s exoticizing South Sea landscapes as a
model for his own description of Martinique: “Using the author of Paul et
Virginie as an example, I wanted to seat the lovers that I celebrate at the sea-
shore, at the base of crags, in the shade of coconut trees, banana trees, and
flowering lemon trees” (Prévost de Sansac 17).⁸

 “C’est dans ces entrefaites que parut cet ouvrage immortel, où, indépendamment d’une vaste
érudition, la sensibilité la plus exquise se trouve partout unie a une imagination la plus écla-
tante peut-être qui ait jamais paru parmi les hommes: on voit que je veux parler du Génie du
Christianisme.”
 “A l’exemple de l’auteur de Paul et Virginie, j’ai voulu asseoir les amants que je célèbre sur le
rivage de la mer, aux pieds des rochers, à l’ombre des cocotiers, des bananiers et des citronniers
en fleurs.”
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5. An evasive move into descriptions of nature: this kind of Romanticism, often
based on portrayals by travelers to the New World such as Chateaubriand, is
widespread among the Béké writers of the French Antilles. J.H.J. Coussin in-
troduces Eugène de Cerceil ou les Caraïbes with an explanation of these lit-
erary escapist tendencies, which he himself then uses in his own novel: the
horrors of the French Revolution and its aftermath result in a retreat from
society that ends in a love of pure nature and leads to an increase in repre-
sentations of nature, whether in words or in pictures.

In France, the scenes of blood were allied with hideous corruptions of the heart, which re-
mained after the scaffolds had disappeared.Vice showed itself everywhere with its face un-
covered; virtue, pale and disheveled, covered its face and sought out wild retreats in which
to hide itself where, trying to forget the crimes of men by contemplating the things of God,
it soon found, in these eminently moral speculations, a pleasure that beautified to its eyes
these savage places where it had taken refuge. The love of solitude increased daily as the
human race became more unhappy. Thus, one can reasonably say that in France today,
among the class of honest people, there is more love for the countryside than there was
before the revolution; and that love naturally leads to a love of scenes of nature, represent-
ed either by the painter’s brush or the colorful expressions of writers who know how to
paint with words. (Coussin I:x–xi)⁹

V.4 Hugo as a Model

Victor Hugo’s influence on the novels of Gómez de Avellaneda and Maynard de
Queilhe is particularly clear. The mulattos Marius and Sab are romantic heroes
par excellence. Marius is subjected to an existential duality that shows the im-
print of Hugo, who was a friend of Maynard de Queilhe’s. In his preface to Crom-
well, Hugo touches on a deep ambivalence in human nature when he writes that
everyone has two beings within themselves: one that is transient and bound to

 “Aux scènes de sang, s’allièrent en France les hideuses corruptions du cœur qui restèrent
après que les échafauds eurent disparu. Le vice se montra partout à front découvert; la vertu,
pâle et échevelée, se voila le visage, et chercha pour se cacher des retraites agrestes, où s’effor-
çant d’oublier les crimes des hommes par la contemplation des choses de Dieu, elle ne tarda pas
à trouver dans ces spéculations éminemment morales, un plaisir qui embellit à ses yeux les lieux
sauvages où elle s’étoit réfugiée. L’amour de la solitude augmentoit journellement à mesure que
l’espèce humaine devenoit plus malheureuse. Aussi peut-on dire avec fondement qu’il y a au-
jourd’hui en France, dans la classe des honnêtes gens, plus d’amour pour la campagne, qu’il
n’y en avoit avant la révolution; et cet amour conduit naturellement à celui des scènes de la na-
ture, représentées soit par le pinceau du peintre, soit par les expressions coloriées des écrivains
qui savent peindre avec la parole.”
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drives, needs, and passions, and one that is immortal and ethereal, quickened
by enthusiasm and dreams. He associates the first one with the earth and the
maternal principle, while the second one constantly strives towards the heavens,
its fatherland (cf. Maignan-Claverie 250). As I have already shown, in a different
context (section II.2.3), the character of Longuefort in Outre-mer assigns a racist
version of this doubled nature to the mulatto Marius (Maynard de Queilhe II:16).

While this example of Maynard de Queilhe’s reception of Hugo has to do pri-
marily with the basic metaphysical dimension of Romanticist writing, the literary
debate over Bug-Jargal in del Monte’s circle shows that the social revolutionary
aspect also resonated strongly. In a letter to del Monte, Tanco y Bosmeniel writes:

And what do you say to Bug Jargal? I would like us to use the style of that novel for writing
among ourselves. Think about it. The Negroes of the island of Cuba are our poetry, and we
must not think about anything else; but not just the Negroes but the Negroes with the
whites, all mixed up together, and then to make up the paintings, the scenes, which
must of necessity be infernal and diabolical; but also certain and evident. This emerged
through our Victor Hugo, and all of a sudden we know what we are, painted with the
truth of poetry, since we already know the sad misery in which we live through numbers
and philosophical analysis. (Letter from Félix Tanco to Domingo del Monte, dated February
13, 1836, in Gómez de Avellaneda, Sab, ed. Cruz 46)¹⁰

Hugo’s Bug-Jargal served as a model for many, and not just for Gómez de Avel-
laneda’s Sab,where the book was the immediate source for her subject. Galván’s
hero, Enrique, like Bug Jargal, wants his rebellion to remain clean; he does not
want to dirty himself with thoughts of vengeance, and so he lets the Spanish
prisoners free: “Tell the tyrants that my Indians and I know how to defend
our liberty; but we are not executioners nor evildoers” (Galván [Porrúa] 210).¹¹

The Dominican writer even intones a hymn of praise to the “great Hugo” in
his novel (267; cf. also Wogatzke 573).

How can we explain this enthusiasm for Hugo, and especially for Bug-Jargal
as a model? Wogatzke points to an important constellation, namely that Hugo’s
predominantly negative representation of the black and mulatto populations of

 “¿Y qué dice V. de Bug Jargal? Por el estilo de esta novelita quisiera yo que se escribiese entre
nosotros. Piénselo bien. Los negros en la isla de Cuba son nuestra poesía, y no hay que pensar
en otra cosa; pero no los negros solos, sino los negros con los blancos, todos revueltos, y formar
luego los cuadros, las escenas, que a la fuerza han de ser infernales y diabólicas; pero ciertas y
evidentes. Nazca por nuestro Víctor Hugo, y sepamos de una vez lo que somos, pintados con la
verdad de la poesía, ya que conocemos por los números y el análisis filosófico la triste miseria
en que vivimos.”
 “Decid a los tiranos que yo y mis indios sabemos defender nuestra libertad; mas no somos
verdugos ni malvados.”
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Saint-Domingue collides with his positive sketch of the black title character as
well as the narrator’s partially anti-racist statements, making for an unsettling
ambivalence that cannot be resolved through a reference to the noble savage
(Wogatzke-Luckow 122).

One of the things that can be seen in Bug-Jargal is the development of the
self-description of the former plantation owners, who were still trying to reclaim
their lost possessions and who furnished Hugo with subjective information
about the historical events that took place in Saint-Domingue. In addition, Wo-
gatzke stresses that the stereotypes that are represented in Bug-Jargal and that
were then absorbed by these and other writers, over and over again, include
not only the idealization of the monarchists and the disavowal of the mother
country’s revolutionaries, philanthropists, and abolitionists, but also the depic-
tion of the Haitian revolutionaries as a horde of stupid, fanatical, barbaric butch-
ers who had followed their baser instincts without any plans or goals and had
assassinated innocent people, the elderly, women, and children and abused
their mortal remains as trophies just to satisfy their bloodthirsty desires
(ibid.). Some of them seized the moment to turn the slave rebellions to personal
profit. The mulattos, in particular, are depicted as “ringleaders, as power-hungry,
egocentric, demagogically adept manipulators of the ignorant black masses,”
who interpret freedom as liberty to indulge their own caprice. The previous mas-
ters, meanwhile, are shown as having been, on the whole, rather benevolent,
strict, but loving fathers. And if, in exceptional cases, a master turned out to
be a despot with a “heart of stone,” then he was either a revolutionary or a for-
eigner, usually an evil Englishman or Spaniard (ibid.) Thus, it was not French
slave traders who abducted Bug and his family and took them to Saint-Domingue
but a Spanish trader who abused the family’s friendship and trust to lure them
onto the ship and then sell them as slaves in the Antilles. Wogatzke points out
that most of the evil (ex‐)slaves speak Spanish, or a Spanish Creole, which
shows that they had been corrupted by an evil Spanish version of slavery. The
use of Spanish here should definitely be understood as a criticism. This attribu-
tion of guilt relieves the benevolent French Creole gentleman of responsibility for
the atrocities of slavery, which were never committed by him, the good white
master, but always by someone else (123).

As a result, as a contrast to the above-mentioned stereotype, Hugo develops
the model of a justified revolution, exemplified first of all by the representation
of the evil “great white man” (grand blanc), which conflicts with the plantation
owners’ picture of themselves; secondly, by the “repentant racist”; and most of
all, by the title character, who figures as a noble rebel, in the form of a leader of
the Haitian Revolution (ibid.). In order to get Hugo’s ideas across, Bug cannot be
a hateful slave who has been ruined by slavery, nor can he suffer from the patho-
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logical results of the stigmatization of blacks, define himself through white rac-
ism, nor internalize its prejudices. He is proud and self-confident and symboli-
cally breaks the whip, the scepter of the white plantation owners’ power,
“through altruism, not egotism” (124). Bug desires freedom and power for the
sake of the good of the other slaves. He wants to reinstate the natural law that
the whites overturned with slavery.

The mulattos, who are portrayed in a particularly negative way, manipulate
the black masses while Bug Jargal, the royal black prince, avenges the horrors of
the decadent plantation owners (Spanish aristocrats) and fights for coexistence
with the humane (French) plantation owners with the help of the congos who are
devoted to him—none of whom have been in the colony long enough to have
been corrupted by Spanish slavery (Middelanis 25).

V.5 Chateaubriand as a Model

In J.H.J. Coussin’s Eugène de Cerceil, the reference to Chateaubriand is both ex-
plicit and implicit. Chateaubriand’s Genie du Christianisme is extolled multiple
times:

It was at this juncture that that immortal work appeared in which, aside from its vast eru-
dition, the most exquisite sensibility can be found, united everywhere with what might be
the most brilliant imagination ever to have appeared among humankind: it is clear that I
am talking about the Génie du Christianisme. The author had traversed the deserts of the
New World; he had studied the secrets of Divine Wisdom in the midst of unknown forests
and on the banks of unknown rivers to which the earth’s inhabitants had not yet even given
names. Entering the lists to defend the Christian Religion against the calumnies leveled by
bad faith and the imputations uttered by ignorance, he armed himself with all the touching
arguments that a deep knowledge of nature can suggest in favor of God’s cause and he
sketched a series of paintings the like of which no work had ever before presented for
human admiration. The desert scenes were the masterpieces of his brush. He knew how
to show, in these uncultivated sites that owe everything to nature, ravishing beauties
that are far superior to anything that can be offered by the countrysides of those cultivated
countries where the landscape is almost nothing but what man prescribes it to be. (Coussin
I:xj-xiij)¹²

 “C’est dans ces entrefaites que parut cet ouvrage immortel, où, indépendamment d’une vaste
érudition, la sensibilité la plus exquise se trouve partout unie à une imagination la plus écla-
tante peut-être qui ait jamais paru parmi les hommes: on voit que je veux parler du Génie du
Christianisme. L’auteur avoit parcouru les déserts du Nouveau-Monde; il avoit étudié les secrets
de la Sagesse Divine au milieu des forêts inconnues, et sur les bords de fleuves ignorés auxquels
les habitans de la terre n’avoient pas même encore donné des noms. Entrant dans la lice pour
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Two pages later, Chateaubriand’s Atala is named as a source:

I was born on an island which may be one of the countries in the world that presents the
most of these kinds of beauty. Often, in my youth, traversing the rough mountains of my
native country and losing my way under the domes of the virgin forests that still largely
cover it, I grieved that the sublime scenes that surrounded me had not yet met the poets
nor the painters who would have tried to render them. When I read the description of
the desert in Atala, I went into transports at finding again the scenes that I had so long
admired just about alone. It is well-known that the men who inhabit the colonies, generally
speaking, have but one single object in view: the desire to enrich themselves. These sublime
scenes whose aspect caused me such a lively admiration were perceived with cold and in-
different eyes by most of those to whom it was given to contemplate them; or if these so
beautiful tableaus sometimes stimulated their dormant sensibility, the emotion was weak
and immediately evaporated. In the eyes of those who have given themselves over to it,
the love of gold almost always pollutes the colors of the most magnificent landscapes.
(xiiij-xiv)¹³

We could list several other examples here of the intensive reception of Chateau-
briand by Caribbean writers. But the decisive question is why there was such a
marked focus on the nobleman from Brittany. Quite a few writers experienced
the French Revolution as a traumatic break in their lives. The lot of the aristocrat
Chateaubriand was the deprivations and depressions of exile; some of his rela-

défendre la Religion Chrétienne contre les calomnies de la mauvaise foi, et les imputations de
l’ignorance, il s’arma de tous les argumens touchans qu’une connoissance approfondie de la Na-
ture suggère en faveur de la cause de Dieu, et il traça une série de tableaux, telle que jamais
ouvrage n’en avoit encore présenté une semblable à l’admiration humaine. Les scènes de déserts
surtout furent les chefs-d’œuvre de son pinceau. Il sut faire appercevoir dans ces sites incultes
qui doivent tout à la Nature, des beautés ravissantes, bien supérieures à celles que peuvent offrir
les campagnes de ces contrées cultivées, où le paysage n’est presque partout que ce que
l’homme lui prescrit d’être.”
 “Je suis né dans une île qui est peut-être un des pays du monde qui présentent le plus de ces
sortes de beautés. Souvent dans ma jeunesse, en parcourant les montagnes aspères de ma terre
natale, et en m’égarant sous les dômes des forêts vierges qui la couvrent encore en grande par-
tie, je m’affligeois que les tableaux sublimes dont j’étois environné, n’eussent point encore ren-
contré de poëtes ni de peintres qui eussent essayé de les rendre. Lorsque je lus la description du
désert dans Atala, je retrouvais avec transport des scènes pareilles à celles que, depuis long-
temps, j’admirois à-peu-près tout seul. On le sait; les hommes qui habitent les colonies, n’ont
guère, généralement parlant, qu’un unique objet en vue; le desir de s’enrichir. Ces scènes sub-
limes, dont l’aspect me causoit une admiration si vive, étoient apperçues avec des yeux froids et
indifférens par la plupart de ceux auxquels il étoit donné de les contempler; ou si ces tableaux si
beaux stimuloient quelquefois leur sensibilité endormie, cette émotion étoit foible et s’évaporoit
à l’heure même. L’amour de l’or salit presque toujours aux yeux de celui qui y est livré, les cou-
leurs des plus magnifiques paysages.”
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tives were executed. And even the liberal Madame de Staël, for example, who
had greeted the Revolution with great enthusiasm at the beginning, was soon
confronted with the era’s shadow sides (Kirsch 173). For our examination here,
what is important is that what prompted the writing of novels by these authors
was not so much their personal suffering as it was the consciousness of a home-
lessness in the no-man’s-land between the sunken old world and a new one
whose contours were still very indeterminate.

The world of objects, the landscape, animals, and vegetation were still most-
ly just backdrops in eighteenth-century literature. Chateaubriand’s books about
Indians marked the beginning of the French novel’s position as a place where
creative consciousness met nature, where the prejudices of the “civilized” were
put aside so that the socially uprooted individual could create a new home in
the cosmos. Karl Hölz (33) points out that the cultural openness towards the
Other has different names depending on the mood and the situation. Civilized
René, the hero of the story that bears his name, who seeks the alternative of a
wild life among the Indians, experiences his cultural split as a double alienation.
While as a Frenchman he is marginalized among the Indians, as a naturalized
Indian he is put on trial before a war tribunal by the French, of all people, for
disturbing the colonial order. And that is when a new dimension is added:
under these constraints, his cultural exile is intensified into an in-between
space of mutual exclusions, “without a homeland, between two homelands”
(sans patrie, entre deux patries; Chateaubriand, Les Natchez 296, cited in Hölz
33). Later, René describes the resulting sorrow to his Indian wife, Celuta, as a
double loss of culture and nature: “In Europe, in America, society and nature
wearied me” (En Europe, en Amérique, la société et la nature m’ont lassé; ibid.).

Kirsch makes it clear that now, unlike in the eighteenth century, nature no
longer offers a refuge. The intact world that Chateaubriand’s René hopes to
find among the Indians of North America is then destroyed by European influ-
ences and, not least, by the actions of the hero himself (Kirsch 174; cf. Chateau-
briand, René [1802] and Les Natchez [1826]). In a Europe that denies all ties that
have evolved, René’s sensibility has lost its way into love for his sister, and his
life with the Natchez is also a wrong track that pulls an entire people into the
downfall of the problematic hero. The reason for this mal du siècle, this unease
of the century, which makes any search for happiness illusory, lies in the hope-
less displacedness of the self, which cannot find a shelter either in the past or in
the future: “The Revolution, finally, did not make us masters either of ourselves
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or of the world.Which is why this metaphysical anguish has returned” (Barbéris
144; cited in Kirsch 174–175).¹⁴

It is the collapse of the old value system that pushed Chateaubriand to ex-
plore mythical primordial zones, but that collapse also encouraged a poetic en-
gagement with the experience of inner and outer isolation. The more immediate-
ly the downfall of the ancien régime was experienced and felt, the more
unavoidable was the retreat into isolation of the novel’s subject. The depths of
solitude made possible the resulting regenerating encounter with the natural
world and with the myths that compensated the self for its loss by making it
into the lord of creation (Kirsch 178). Given the dynamics of a society that was
looking for just the right amount of connection to tradition and optimism for
the future after the convulsions of the revolutionary age and the Napoleonic
wars, the flight into the wilderness had to be followed by a return to civilization
and a reflection on civilization’s problems.

The Romantic drama of passions that is staged in Atala positions Chateau-
briand in the context of an America that is underdeveloped in terms of civiliza-
tion. The framework is provided by the history of the Natchez that he has plan-
ned, which he introduces in the foreword to the first edition as an “epic of
natural humankind” (epopée de l’homme de la nature; Les Natchez [1826] 16,
cited in Matzat 113). Looking at the spatial basis of the structure of the subject,
we can see that the space of America is semanticized in three different ways.
Matzat shows that it is marked by the juxtaposition of two different unspoiled
forms of society, namely that of the “hunters” (chasseurs) and that of the “tillers
of the soil” (laboureurs); on the other hand, especially for Atala and Chactas, it
provides a space for exile outside of society (13). The first level of semanticiza-
tion is the “hunters,” the uncivilized, nomadic Indian tribes. It is no wonder
that their way of life is represented with ambivalence. In Chactas’s account of
his imprisonment, the indigenous population, living close to a state of nature,
is first celebrated, in Rousseauian fashion:

Although I was a prisoner, I could not help, during those first days, admiring my enemies.
The Muskogee, and even more so his ally the Seminole, breathes gaiety, love, contentment.
His gait is light, his manner candid and easy. He speaks much and volubly; his language is
musical and smooth. (Chateaubriand, Atala trans. Heppenstahl 10)¹⁵

 “La Révolution, finalement, ne nous a réellement rendus maîtres ni de nous-mêmes ni du
monde. D’où le retour de l’angoisse métaphysique.”
 “Tout prisonnier que j’étais, je ne pouvais, durant les premiers jours, m’empêcher d’admirer
mes ennemis. Le Muscogulge, et surtout son allié le Siminole, respire la gaieté, l’amour, le con-
tentement. Sa démarche est légère, son abord ouvert et serein. Il parle beaucoup et avec volu-
bilité; son langage est harmonieux et facile” (Chateaubriand, Atala 40, cited in Matzat 113).
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Later, however, as Chactas’s execution draws near, the population’s emotionless
cruelty is lamented (Chateaubriand, Atala 52, cited in Matzat 113). This is consis-
tent with Chateaubriand’s affirmation in the foreword that, unlike Rousseau, he
is no “fan of savages” (enthousiaste de Sauvages; Chateaubriand, Atala 19, cited
in Matzat 113). Matzat, however, also points out that Rousseau himself in no way
ignored the cruelty of earlier social orders.

In describing the second social level, the society of the “tillers of the soil,”
Chateaubriand again follows Rousseau’s parameters. The mission founded by O.
Aubry is characterized as “a touching blend of social life and the life of nature”
(Chateaubriand, Atala trans. Heppenstahl 46).¹⁶ Aubry is described as having
succeeded in taking the roughness from the indigenous peoples, who had now
become settled, while still allowing them to keep “that simplicity which produ-
ces happiness” (Chateaubriand, Atala trans. Heppenstahl 41).¹⁷ Once again, what
we are seeing here is that threshold state between nature and culture that Rous-
seau so celebrated. Using the social stages of “hunters” and “tillers of the soil,”
Chateaubriand continues the conceptions of nature and the utopian designs that
were put forward by Rousseau and other Enlightenment thinkers.

The third way in which the American space is semanticized, however, acts in
a completely opposite way (Matzat 114). The stylization of that space as a space
of exile corresponds to the definitions (often motivated by Christianity) of the Ro-
mantic experience of otherness.¹⁸ The protagonists of this third way are Chactas
and Atala. The American natural world has become an exile, or a non-place, for
them even before their love: for Chactas because he has been separated from his
tribe members as a result of military conflicts; for Atala because, as a mestizo
woman and a Christian, she is no longer able to feel a part of her people
(ibid.) After their shared flight, as they wander through the wilderness alone
and Atala, as “exile’s daughter” (fille de l’exile), sings the song of her “absent
fatherland” (patrie absente), they seem to be completely outcast. (Chateau-
briand, Atala trans. Heppenstahl 31; Chateaubriand, Atala 58–59, cited in Matzat
114). This subject is treated to one last culmination in the epilogue, where the
later fate of the Natchez is outlined. After the tribe has been killed off in battle
with the French, the last survivors seek a new place to live. How, then, could

 “Le mélange le plus touchant de la vie sociale et de la vie de nature” (Atala 71, cited in Mat-
zat 113).
 “Cette simplicité qui fait le bonheur” (Atala 67, cited in Matzat 113).
 There is of course a corresponding expression of the Romantic experience of alienation to be
found in Chateaubriand’s claims about the “wave of passions” (vague de passions), even though
the word “exile” is not used there (Matzat 114).
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their lament be otherwise than “we are exiles, and we look for a place to settle”
(Chateaubriand, Atala trans. Heppenstahl 74).¹⁹

Matzat concludes that the juxtaposition of these semanticizations points to a
social-critical intention, in the tradition of the Enlightenment. The “hunters,” for
example, stand for the “well-being and the woes of the natural state,” while the
society of the “tillers of the soil” stands for a utopian reconciliation of nature
and culture, thus serving as a model for a positive form of civilizational progress;
the uprooted existence of Atala and Chactas, meanwhile, and even more so the
later fate of the Natchez, indicate the negative effects of European colonization.
And yet these social-critical implications are breached by the Romantic associa-
tions given to the theme of exile, which refers to an experience of estrangement
that is not primarily historical but, rather, metaphysical, and is, as such, irrevo-
cable. It is thus no coincidence that Caribbean writers, even in a situation of his-
torical in-betweenness, were particularly open to a reception of Chateaubriand.
And yet the in-betweenness of Caribbean literatures has its own particular char-
acter that is distinct from that of French Romanticism: someone like Chateau-
briand still partakes of a universe in which the frame of reference is clear, but
for nineteenth-century French literatures, that frame of reference has been
breached in multiple ways. The transfer processes that make up the patterns
of receptions are highly complex and thus cannot be reconstructed in a linear
fashion.

Chateaubriand wrote the two stories René and Atala when, after turning
away from Napoleon, he was seeking refuge in Catholicism from the new histor-
ical reality, which he now perceived as threatening. Even the Bourbon Restora-
tion was not able to patch the break. With no hope of a return to the old
order, he turned with renewed interest to the New World, where he had already
traveled early on, shortly after the Revolution. He saw a perpetuation of the old
ways in the social order that had been handed down there and identified it with
the “noble savage,” however incongruous it might seem to identify a slave living
under a paternalistic master as “savage” or wild. All of this is of a piece with the
depiction of a natural idyll that does not exist in France and that represents a
state of nature, a God-given order, that still endures in spite of the fundamental
change on the European continent, though it is “still,” tendentially, being sup-
pressed.

This perspective is taken as a model by many Antillean writers, who sup-
press their fear of the possible coming break with the system of slavery and con-
centrate on the natural beauty on their islands (cf. Hartog). While the French

 “Nous sommes des exilés, et nous allons chercher une patrie” (Atala 59, cited in Matzat 114).
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mother country has to provide for the perpetuation of the idyll, it is also from
that same mainland that seditious ideas also come, so that the harmony and le-
gality of the (colonial) order in fact must be demonstrated to the French them-
selves. The Caribbean is nature and France is culture, although this contrast
need not necessarily lead to an antagonistic conflict but should rather be
thought of as a mutual enhancement. The Europeans first have to convince them-
selves of the Caribbean harmony of the plantations by seeing it with their own
eyes, in order to understand that this is not some system of oppression driven
by the whites but rather a coexistence that best corresponds to the nature of
both sides, that of the masters and that of the slaves. It is not the mother country
that is imposing a foreign order; instead, this order is one that the inhabitants
actually have to defend against the political ideas coming from Europe that
lump all societies together. Wherever advocates of independence appear, they
are emissaries of France’s revolutionary ideas and they quickly recognize that
their conceptions of the colonies have no basis in reality.

In order to rectify … his judgments and to initiate him … into the splendors of this vegeta-
tion which has no peer in the world and to the spectacle of the activity of a plantation, of
the expanse of the properties, and of the curious and original aspect of the relationships
between master and slave, I decided to take him … to one of the largest sugar plantations
on the island. (Eyma, “Les Borgias Noirs” 118; cf. Wogatzke 164)²⁰

Unlike the Spanish-speaking authors, the French-language writers depict nature
that has been cultivated by mankind as an extension of the tropical idyll. The
gardens and plantations are paradises created by human hands. Prévost, May-
nard, and Eyma design a picture of tranquility that is intended to justify slavery
(Wogatzke 164). The novels are primarily addressed to an audience made up of
French readers on the mainland, whose revolutionary ideas are much more in
need of subduing than the barely existing ones of the local population. However,
even the abolitionists among the Antillean writers address themselves to France,
since their efforts appear to find very little resonance in the population there at
home.

 “Afin de rectifier … ses jugements et de l’initier … aux splendeurs de cette végétation qui n’a
pas sa pareille dans le monde, au spectacle de l’activité d’une habitation, de l’étendue des pro-
priétés, du côté curieux et original des rapports entre le maître et l’esclave, je résolus de le con-
duire … sur une des sucreries les plus considérables de l’île.”

246 V The Imperial Dimension of French Romanticism: Asymmetrical Relationalities



The Specific Situation in Haiti: The Primacy of Enlightenment

In Haiti, after a phase of partial rejection of the political and cultural manifesta-
tions of the former colonial ruler, the extremely varied attempts to define the
country’s own self-understanding as Latin America’s first independent black
state finally led back to acknowledging France’s guiding role yet again: but
this was the France of Enlightenment, not the France of Romanticism (Wogatzke
53). In the September 7, 1867 Moniteur, D. Delorme emphasizes that a civilization
based on French Enlightenment ideals will gain a foothold:

The civilization that we want to introduce into the country will enter there by way of public
education. These are the lights, radiating in all directions, that will spread the sound no-
tions of order, law, and progress in a society throughout the Republic. There could not
even be any natural, profitable, and solid wealth without the clarities of mind that show
the path to be followed, the means to employ, and the goal to achieve. (46)²¹

Over and over again, Delorme returns to the Enlightenment’s metaphor of light,
and with regard to the educational system, he writes that higher education must
be developed as much in Haiti as it is in Paris (Brutus 231, cited in Wogatzke 53).
In Lettres créoles, Raphaël Confiant and Patrick Chamoiseau (86) highlight this
aspect. Bergeaud’s title character, Stella, for instance, they write, is nothing
other than a personification of freedom! At the end of the novel, they go on,
this allegory supports the idea of a generous France that advances freedom in
the world through the universal declaration of human and civil rights. They
see the distinction between France as colonizer and conqueror, on the one
hand, and France as mother of the arts, literature, and freedom, on the other
—a distinction that appears banal today—as having existed since 1859 (cf. also
Wogatzke 509).

 “La civilisation que nous voulons introduire dans le pays y entrera par l’instruction pu-
blique. Ce sont les lumières qui, rayonnant de tous les côtés, répandront dans la République
les saines notions d’ordre, de droit et de progrès d’une société. Il ne saurait y avoir même de
richesse naturelle, profitable et solide, sans les clartés de l’esprit, qui indiquent la route à suivre,
les moyens à employer, le but à atteindre.”
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V.6 The Reception of French Romanticism and Its
Cultural-Hegemonic Consequences

Nineteenth-century Caribbean literatures and the literary production of French
Romanticism cannot be considered in isolation from each other.Watson, writing
about British Romanticism, reaches a similar conclusion:

In the end, then, Caribbean Culture and British Fiction in the Atlantic World shows that re-
alism and romance in the Caribbean context can not be easily disentangled, just as in the
nineteenth century Britain and the West Indies were mutually constitutive rather than dis-
crete entities. Again and again, the attempt to narrate the Caribbean from the point of view
of plausibility, verifiability, and reason—realism, in other words—turns into the very forms
it seeks to avoid: romantic narrative and its cognates, the gothic, the sentimental, and the
melodrama. (Watson 6)

Watson notes that “the history of the Caribbean—which from the point of view of
Britain is the history of vast wealth, success, and imperial centrality turning into
impoverishment and marginality—is continually transforming itself into ro-
mance” (3). Does the same apply to French Romanticism as well?

In his classic text Culture and Imperialism, Edward Said asks about the he-
gemonic tendencies that were transported and carried into the colonial space
through literature and culture. He is concerned with images and forms of repre-
sentation that have to do with the Otherness of the non-European dominions
and their residents and that develop a gravitational force that integrates that
Other. This takes place by way of the propagation of Eurocentric categories
and values that position the Other both inside and outside the circle of belong-
ing at the same time, putting it in its place and thus culturally justifying sover-
eignty, in other words a biopolitics that gains even more power and consensus
through the cultural filter and amplifier. Although Said’s focus is English litera-
ture and its stabilizing function for the British Empire, he also provides a few
examples of the expansion of French culture—which takes a very different
form—into the colonial realm. Thus, for example, he refers to the ubiquitous
use in literature of the figure of Napoleon, which, given the exotic stylization
of the general and emperor’s Corsican background and physiognomy, provides
a figure of identification that could also, and especially, develop a particular co-
hesive power among the mulattos of the overseas dominions. He also refers to
the mastery with which literature makes use of academic discourses on the Ori-
ent and Africa and has created a breadth of impact for specialized knowledge
about the ethnically and culturally Other that is unthinkable within the English
system that so strictly separates fields of knowledge. And yet, although Said’s
concerns are absolutely justified and his conclusions very insightful, the (poten-
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tial) recipients of these hegemonic discourses finally appear in his writing only
implicitly and remain nothing but objects. In the context of this study, on the
other hand, I want to ask how both sides engage as subjects within the processes
that establish cultural hegemony. And here, the Spanish-language Caribbean
(and Latin American) literature of the nineteenth century appears to show that
Spain lost its gravitational force as a colonial power and that its cultural hegem-
ony was dissolved.

The complexity of functioning cultural hegemony can be seen in its capacity
to integrate resistance, even in the very center of colonial power. The integrative
figure of Napoleon that Said describes finds its counterpart, complex and broken
in many ways, in the Haitian independence fighter Toussaint Louverture, in La-
martine’s abolitionist drama of the same name (1850). The play begins at the mo-
ment in which Toussaint’s rule holds out the prospect of a free, mixed-race soci-
ety on Saint-Domingue for the first time. The liberator is celebrated by the people
as a divine emissary. With the arrival of Napoleon, two leaders are juxtaposed,
and Napoleon and his entourage appear as two-faced, morally corrupt figures.

Thus, Lamartine succeeds in making Toussaint into the agent of his own anti-Bonapartism
and to stylize his rejection of slavery; the result, however, is that the author has created a
black Napoleon who unites in himself all of the positive values that are attributed to the
white one by his apologists. (Middelanis 115)²²

Even if this is just a small element of a much more global hegemonic discourse,
this discourse, or rather this almost nonverbal form of representation, is reflect-
ed and reproduces itself even in the act of resistance.

The Spanish mother country played a much less important role in the inde-
pendence literature of the Spanish-speaking Caribbean than did France. This can
be traced back not only to Spain’s cultural decline, which had already been
going on for a long time, but also to the short phase of Napoleonic sovereignty
and the direct inspiration of the ideas of the French Revolution for Latin Amer-
ica’s political liberation movement.

What is particularly noticeable about the French imperial experience is that,
in comparison to Spain, it possesses a much stronger coherence and cultural
gravitational force. The idea of an overseas dominion—the extension beyond im-
mediately bordering territories out to very distant lands—has a great deal to do

 “So gelingt es Lamartine, Toussaint zum Agenten seines eigenen Antibonapartismus und
seiner Ablehnung der Sklaverei zu stilisieren; allerdings mit der Konsequenz, dass der Autor
einen schwarzen Napoleon geschaffen hat, der alle positiven Werte, die dem weißen von seinen
Apologeten zugeschrieben werden, in sich vereint.”
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with cultural projections and justifications and acquires a continuing validity
through actual expansion, administration, capital investment, and engagement.
In France’s case, the imperial culture displays systematic features that can be
summarized in the phrase “civilizing mission,” which are largely lacking in
Spain (cf. Said xix). The processes of colonialism went beyond the level of eco-
nomic contexts and political decisions and were solidified by the authority and
unchallenged competence of cultural assessments and the continued consolida-
tion in literature on the level of national culture. Might one even go so far as Wil-
liam Blake, who proclaimed, in his comments on Reynolds’s Discourses on Brit-
ish Imperialism, that “the Foundation of Empire is Art and Science. Remove
them or Degrade them and the Empire is No more. Empire follows Art and not
vice versa as Englishmen suppose” (cf. Said 13)?

With the exception of Haiti, there is a clear connection in the Caribbean be-
tween political and cultural dependence on France, the mother country. The
texts produced by writers anticipate the political events or, more specifically,
the achievement or non-achievement of independence. This phenomenon also
provides the most important reference points for the different colonial relation-
ship and the very severe detachment of the Spanish colonies from their mother
country.²³

V.7 Conviviality and Relationalism in the French Colonial
Empire: A Transoceanic Comparison

With regard to the interplay that we have addressed in this chapter between the
political and cultural dependence of the French-speaking colonies on France,
the mother country (always also keeping Haiti in mind as the exception), it is
worth taking a look, in closing, at a transoceanic comparison between the island
landscapes of the Atlantic and of the Pacific. If we take the island landscape se-
riously as a topos of paradigm building in cultural studies,²⁴ then seeing a land-
scape means adjusting one’s view of a piece of the visible world so as to see it as
a virtual aesthetic image (Schmeling and Schmitz-Emans 22). Seeing a part of the
world, in this case the ocean, as a landscape assumes a certain distance, as well
as an aesthetic attitude that is to be distinguished from the attitude of practical
usefulness. An island landscape, or seascape, can therefore only emerge as a his-

 This assumes a cultural theory that grants the decisive role to cultural hegemony as the le-
gitimizing agency for the power relationship.
 For the following remarks cf. Müller, “Chorégraphies”; Müller, “Victor Hugo y Pierre Loti”;
Müller, “Konvivenz und Relationalität.”
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torical phenomenon if the cultural preconditions are in place. Among these pre-
conditions are, first and foremost, that the world no longer appears as a mythical
stranger but rather as a space that humans can actively shape (ibid.). Because
the subject-space relationship is constitutive for every kind of definition of land-
scape, the higher-level concept of space is a fundamentally dynamic concept.
The marine landscape, as it is understood here—as a culturally and socially pro-
duced space—therefore inscribes itself in the semantics of spatial dynamics.

While I will be talking, in the following, primarily about questions of conviv-
iality and relationality, we should remember that these paradigms have definite-
ly been reflected on in the context of the Atlantic Ocean, unlike the case for the
Pacific (cf. “Black Atlantic”, “archipelagic thinking”, etc.; see also ch. VII of this
book). If we were to try to undertake a genealogical examination of this concep-
tual toolkit we would soon find ourselves back in the nineteenth century, for in-
stance if we think about the fact that for any understanding of Créolité, it is ab-
solutely necessary to engage with the system of the plantation society (Benítez
Rojo, La isla 396, not present in English translation; see also Delle). But how,
then, are these transatlantic categories developed and reflected in the Pacific?
Given a similar colonial history, and in the context of ever more acute questions
of globalization, it is imperative to take a look at this other oceanic dimension.
What are the connections between transatlantic and transpacific knowledge?
What do the main differences consist of, and what do they tell us in reference
to colonial dynamics? In view of France’s colonial presence in the Atlantic, on
the one hand, and in the Pacific, on the other, it would seem promising to do
a comparative investigation of the geopolitical dimensions of cultural forms of
French-language representation. The effects of French colonialism are still very
present in both of these regions: Martinique, Guadeloupe, and French Guiana
have had the status of French overseas departments (départements d’outre-
mer, or DOM) since 1946; French Polynesia, including Tahiti, is an overseas col-
lectivity (collectivité d’outre-mer, or COM), sometimes referred to as an overseas
country (pays d’outre-mer, or POM); and New Caledonia has the special status of
a special collectivity (collectivité sui generis). Among other forces, there are two
universities that still institutionalize France’s cultural influence: Tahiti’s Univer-
sity of French Polynesia; and the University of the French West Indies and Gui-
ana (UAG), based in Schoelcher, on Martinique, and with branches in Guade-
loupe and Guiana.

Against the backdrop of this colonial French mapping that spans the globe, I
would like to look more closely at two representative examples that reflect, re-
spectively, the transatlantic and the transpacific cultural and theoretical forma-
tions of landscape. The first is Victor Hugo’s first book, Bug-Jargal (1818, or 1826),
where I would like to look again at his representation of Haiti and connect it with
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other transatlantic works by the same author (Paysages de la mer [Sea land-
scapes], Les travailleurs de la mer [The Toilers of the Sea], “L’archipel de la Man-
che” [The archipelago of La Manche]); the second is Pierre Loti’s novel Le ma-
riage de Loti (Loti’s marriage, 1870), which describes the autobiographical first-
person narrator’s encounter with Tahiti, an encounter that seems at first to be
less politically motivated than Hugo’s representation of Haiti. These two authors
seem particularly appropriate for a comparison of Pacific and Atlantic literary
landscapes because each of them has written several texts that, not coinciden-
tally, center on the respective oceans. In Loti’s case, the other relevant work is
L’île de Pâques. Journal d’un aspirant de la Flore (Easter Island. Diary of a
naval cadet on La Flore).

How are conviviality and relationality, as highly complex spaces, presented
in literature in the context of the Atlantic and the Pacific? To what extent do the
literary versions of the two oceans play a role in questions of conviviality? Be-
cause archipelagic thinking has established itself as a cultural studies topos
for analyses of the present day (see chapter VII), the question arises as to how
far the islands were already multiply linked in the nineteenth century, to an ex-
tent that has so far been underestimated. What role does the oft-cited strong
gravitational pull of French colonialism play, along with the civilizing mission
that is specific to it? Or, more concretely: how is the so-called “trans” staged
in the literature that was produced during the colonial expansion? In an excerpt
from Hugo’s “La Mer et le vent” (The ocean and the wind) the power that he at-
tributes to the Atlantic Ocean is vividly evoked:

Marine appearances are so fleeting that if one observes them for a long time, the look of the
sea becomes purely metaphysical; that brutality degenerates into an abstraction. It is a
quantity that decomposes and recomposes itself. This quantity is expandable: it holds in-
finity. Mathematics, like the ocean, is an undulation with no possible stopping. The wave is
vain like the number. It, too, needs an inert coefficient. It is meaningful by the reef as the
number is made meaningful by zero. The ocean’s flows, like numbers, have a transparency
that allows the depths to be seen below them. They disappear, erase themselves, recon-
struct themselves, do not exist at all in themselves, waiting to be used, they multiply them-
selves as far as the eye can see in the darkness, they are always there. Nothing allows us a
vision of numbers like the view of the water. Above this reverie the hurricane soars. (Hugo,
“La Mer et le vent” 17)²⁵

 “Les apparences marines sont fugaces à tel point que, pour qui l’observe longtemps, l’aspect
de la mer devient purement métaphysique; cette brutalité dégénère en abstraction. C’est une
quantité qui se décompose et se recompose. Cette quantité est dilatable: l’infini y tient. Le calcul
est, comme la mer, un ondoiement sans arrêt possible. La vague est vaine comme le chiffre. Elle
a besoin, elle aussi, d’un coefficient inerte. Elle vaut par l’écueil comme le chiffre par le zéro. Les
flots ont comme les chiffres une transparence qui laisse apercevoir sous eux des profondeurs. Ils
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What we are dealing with here is a metaphysical dimension that was expressed
by Pierre Georgel in the aphorism: “There is thus a kind of Hugolian ‘oceanic
paradigm’” (Il existe ainsi une sorte de “paradigme océanique” hugolien [13]).
The collection of drawings that Hugo (who was both a writer and a painter) en-
titled Paysages de la mer (Sea landscapes) also fits into this paradigm.

While questions of conviviality in this text are not addressed so much on an
ethnic and colonial level, in Bug-Jargal they play a central role, as we saw earlier
in this chapter when we looked at Hugo as a role model: racist representations
collide with the representation of the title character, Bug Jargal, and with some
of the narrator’s anti-racist statements, which in turn are contradicted by the
strong stereotyping in the drawing of the characters, producing an unsettling
ambivalence overall. Hugo depicts Haiti as an island that is in danger of losing
the values of the French mother country. He examines the coexistence and po-
tential relationality of the various ethnic groups that have happened to encoun-
ter each other and that have abandoned the positive conviviality that they used
to have under the prerevolutionary colonial government. But what is key here is
again the fact that France’s strong influence and cohesive power can be traced
back to its ability to integrate the colonial Other but also to transform itself in
the face of the Other and thus to propagate an idea of apparently positive con-
viviality.

Atlantic thinking can also be seen in another of Hugo’s texts, bearing the
telling title Les travailleurs de la mer (The Toilers of the Sea):

Nothing is more confusing than to behold the diffusion of forces at work in the unfathom-
able and boundless waste of waters. One seeks the object of these forces. Space always in
motion, the untiring sea, clouds which are busily moving, the vast hidden effort,—all this
agitation is a problem. What is accomplished by this perpetual trembling? What do these
winds construct? What do these shocks build? These shocks, these sobbings, these howl-
ings of the storm, what do they create? With what does this tumult occupy itself? The
ebb and flow of these questions is as eternal as the tide. Gilliatt himself knew what he
was about, but the agitation of the vast expanse confused and perplexed him with its un-
solvable puzzle. Unconsciously to himself, mechanically, urgently, by pressure and penetra-
tion, and without any other result than being unconsciously and almost blindly dazzled,

se dérobent, s’effacent, se reconstruisent, n’existent point par eux-mêmes, attendent qu’on se
serve d’eux, se multiplient à perte de vue dans l’obscurité, sont toujours là. Rien, comme la
vue de l’eau, ne donne la vision des nombres. Sur cette rêverie plane l’ouragan.” “La Mer et
le vent,” a metaphysical reflection on the forces of nature, was originally conceived as part of
the novel Les travailleurs de la mer, and was included in the 1865 manuscript version of the
novel, but was not published until 1911.
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Gilliatt, the dreamer, made the vast and useless labor of the sea subservient to his work.
(The Toilers of the Sea 71)²⁶

The political dimension and the ocean’s waves enter into an indissoluble bond.
The setting is the Island of Guernsey, in the English Channel, where Hugo lived
during his exile, in the Hauteville House, and where he undertook extensive
studies of the island’s geography, nature, and population.

Gilliatt climbed upon the Great Douvre. From this position he surveyed the vast expanse of
ocean. The view toward the west was peculiar. A wall was rising from it. A great wall of
cloud barred the expanse from side to side and was slowly ascending from the horizon to-
ward the zenith. This wall, rectilinear, vertical, without a crevice in its entire height, without
a rent in its outline, seemed as square as though laid out by rule and line. (The Toilers of the
Sea 186)²⁷

Antje Ravic Strubel points out that Victor Hugo had conceived of the The Toilers
of the Sea as the last part of a trilogy presenting the three powers with which hu-
mans must wrestle. In Notre-Dame de Paris he dealt with the power of religion;
in Les Misérables it was society that stood at the center. In the third part, it is
nature that takes up a large part of the story and that, at the end, takes Gilliatt,
the main character, back to itself, after he had formerly conquered nature. The
fisherman renounces his love for Deruchette and the sea erases him, just like
the sun erases his name from the snow (Strubel).

It appears as though a limited ability to express oneself is the necessary pre-
condition for dealing with nature, which is essentially mute. Strubel also points
out that Gilliatt’s ponderous articulation stands in stark contrast to the mono-

 “Voir manœuvrer dans l’insondable et dans l’illimité la diffusion des forces, rien n’est plus
troublant. On cherche des buts. L’espace toujours en mouvement, l’eau infatigable, les nuages
qu’on dirait affairés, le vaste effort obscur, toute cette convulsion est un problème. Qu’est-ce que
ce tremblement perpétuel fait? Que construisent ces rafales? Que bâtissent ces secousses? Ces
chocs, ces sanglots, ces hurlements, qu’est-ce qu’ils créent? À quoi est occupé ce tumulte? Le
flux et le reflux de ces questions est éternel comme la marée. Gilliatt, lui, savait ce qu’il faisait;
mais l’agitation de l’étendue l’obsédait confusément de son énigme. À son insu, mécanique-
ment, impérieusement, par pression et pénétration, sans autre résultat qu’un éblouissement in-
conscient et presque farouche, Gilliatt rêveur amalgamait à son propre travail le prodigieux tra-
vail inutile de la mer” (Les travailleurs de la mer II:62).
 “Gilliatt monta sur la grande Douvre. De là, il voyait toute la mer. L’ouest était surprenant. Il
en sortait une muraille. Une grande muraille de nuée, barrant de part en part l’étendue, montait
lentement de l’horizon vers le zénith. Cette muraille, rectiligne, verticale, sans une crevasse dans
sa hauteur, sans une déchirure à son arête, paraissait bâtie à l’équerre et tirée au cordeau” (Les
travailleurs de la mer II:163; cf. Barnett 159).
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logues of the waves, the descriptions of the rugged cliffs of Douvres in their eter-
nal conflict with the water, and the lyrical moods in which Hugo captures the sea
and the clouds. Gilliatt, who barely speaks a word in this novel and yet who is
talked about most of the time, apparently opens up in the other, non-referential
language, in that cyclical becoming and decaying of the plants, in the regularity
of the tides and the storms. This will prove to be an advantage in his later death-
defying struggle with the sea. The superstition that the population of Guernsey
displays as much towards Gilliatt as it does towards, say, the weather, shows
the degree to which he himself is perceived as a natural phenomenon. In his
broad satire, Hugo mocks such mystifications, which cling to anything that devi-
ates from the usual—even if Gilliatt’s supposed witchcraft mostly consists of
making the correct deduction from careful observations (ibid.).

In his essay “The archipelago of La Manche” (L’archipel de La Manche),
which (like “La Mer et le vent” [The wind and the sea], quoted above) was plan-
ned as a kind of introduction to The Toilers of the Sea, but was then published
individually in 1883, Hugo writes:

The Atlantic wears away our coasts. The pressure of the current from the Pole deforms our
western cliffs. This wall that shields us from the sea is being undermined from Saint-Valery-
sur-Somme to Ingouville; huge blocks of rock tumble down, the sea churns clouds of bould-
ers, our harbors are silted up with sand and shingle, the mouths of our rivers are barred.
Every day a stretch of Norman soil is torn away and disappears under the waves.
This tremendous activity, which has now slowed down, has had terrible consequences. It
has been contained only by that immense spur of land we know as Finistère. The power
of the flow of water from the Pole and the violence of the erosion it causes can be judged
from the hollow it has carved out between Cherbourg and Brest. The formation of this gulf
in the Channel at the expense of French soil goes back before historical times; but the last
decisive act of aggression by the ocean against our coasts can be exactly dated. In 709, sixty
years before Charlemagne came to the throne, a storm detached Jersey from France. The
highest points of other territories submerged in earlier times are still, like Jersey, visible.
These points emerging from the water are islands. They form what is called the Norman ar-
chipelago. (The Toilers of the Sea 5)²⁸

 “L’Atlantique ronge nos côtes. La pression du courant du pôle déforme notre falaise ouest.
La muraille que nous avons sur la mer est minée de Saint-Valéry-sur-Somme à Ingouville, de
vastes blocs s’écroulent, l’eau roule des nuages de galets, nos ports s’ensablent ou s’empierrent.
Chaque jour un pan de la terre normande se détache et disparaît sous le flot. Ce prodigieux tra-
vail, aujourd’hui ralenti, a été terrible. Il a fallu pour le contenir cet éperon immense, le Finis-
tère. Qu’on juge de la force du flux polaire et de la violence de cet affouillement par le creux qu’il
a fait entre Cherbourg et Brest. Cette formation du golfe de la Manche aux dépens du sol français
est antérieure aux temps historiques. La dernière voie de fait décisive de l’océan sur notre côte a
pourtant date certaine. En 709, soixante ans avant l’avènement de Charlemagne, un coup de mer
a détaché Jersey de la France. D’autres sommets des terres antérieurement submergées sont,
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This quotation makes it very clear that a submarine archipelagic dimension has
already been envisaged here, but it is never productively implemented. While
conviviality is definitely part of Hugo’s project, his idea of relationality is lacking
any kind of programmatic character. The representation of the Atlantic as a force
of nature is linked to the social revolutionary element. It is only by looking at the
revolutionary events in Haiti in 1804, in Bug-Jargal, and the force of nature rep-
resented by the ocean, in Les travailleurs de la mer, together that the overarching
function of a cultural landscape of the Atlantic Ocean reveals itself; this cultural
landscape does not, however, take in the cultural elements of the individual is-
lands but is, instead, linked back to Paris, the colonial center, as its sole point of
reference.

Pierre Loti, on the other hand (whose real name was Julien Vaud, 1850–
1923), writes in his travelogue about Easter Island: “the indigenous race is ex-
tinct, the island is now nothing more than a great solitude in the middle of
the ocean, inhabited only by old stone statues” (Loti, L’Île de Pâques 32).²⁹
Loti arrived on Easter Island on January 7, 1872, as a lieutenant on the French
warship La Flore. His description of the island, while it is dominated by the
idea of isolation, is also marked by a striking sense that the island’s relational
character is significant. But the many-faceted relationships are not described
as positive; instead, they are mentioned in a matter-of-fact way, and often
used for static comparisons:

Around me a sort of plaintive and lugubrious chant was being sung, the same notes repeat-
ed indefinitely, without stopping; the harmony, the rhythm, and the voices could not be
compared with the most bizarre things we hear in Europe, and even the African woman’s
most audacious passages are still far from this ideal of savagery. (37)³⁰

The character of the exotic is the dominant note in this text, in the form of an
almost depressive underlying mood. It may therefore not be a coincidence that
Loti’s other novels and travelogues, some of which are surely better known,
have met with very differing assessments in the research literature. Karl Hölz,
on whose accounts I will rely in the following, emphasizes that Loti’s position

comme Jersey, visibles. Ces pointes qui sortent de l’eau sont des îles. C’est ce qu’on nomme
l’archipel normand” (Les travailleurs de la mer I:3).
 “la race indigène s’est éteinte, l’île n’est plus qu’une grande solitude au milieu de l’Océan,
habitée seulement par des vieilles statues de pierre.”
 “On chantait autour de moi une sorte de mélopée plaintive et lugubre, c’était sans cesse les
mêmes notes indéfiniment répétées; l’harmonie, le rythme, les voix, n’avaient rien de compa-
rable avec ce que nous entendions de plus bizarre en Europe et les passages les plus audacieux
de l’Africaine sont bien loin encore de cet idéal de sauvagerie.”

256 V The Imperial Dimension of French Romanticism: Asymmetrical Relationalities



within the exoticizing literature and his contribution to contemporary colonial
colonialism are questionable (158). Loti is undisputedly a part of the tradition
of literary evasion as developed by Bernardin de Saint-Pierre, Chateaubriand,
Fromentin, and on through Gautier and Baudelaire. Just as these authors
make the unknown world into a site for the projection of their own wishes
and fantasies—with such themes as dreams, nostalgia, and ennui—Loti, too,
captures the exotic from the point of view of a subjective sensibility.

Hölz also points out that Loti did not equate exoticism with colonialism in
his work. His heroes do not conform to the edifying pioneer spirit of the colonial
conquerors, and Loti does not share the enthusiasm of expansionist colonial pol-
itics. On the contrary, he counters all arguments with which the politically doc-
trinaire seek to justify France’s colonial rule (159). At the same time, however, it
is probably not surprising that in spite of Loti’s anti-colonial theses, his subjec-
tive exoticism does display the aftereffects of colonial appropriation. Even the
very gaze that is turned towards the Other and uses that as an excuse for con-
firming one’s own wishes or fears leads the object, with an imperial air, into
the writer’s own horizon of consciousness (cf. Hölz 161). It is an open question
whether in this case we can even speak of a focus on the representation of con-
viviality.

In the novel Le mariage de Loti (Loti’s marriage), the exotic love idyll be-
tween the first-person narrator, Harry, and the native beauty Rarahu, from the
South Sea Island of Bora Bora, is intertwined with the experience of the ephem-
eral encounter with the Other. Rarahu, both in her physical and in her psychic
constitution, definitely displays the characteristics that match the anthropologi-
cal constants required by the colonial organizational scheme and by the hero (cf.
Hölz 181). Her black eyes, her short, delicate nose, and her long, bushy hair, to-
gether with her “exotic languor” and the “coaxing softness” that the hero sees in
her eyes, make her recognizable as the “perfect specimen of the Maori race”
(type accompli de cette race maorie; Loti, The Marriage of Loti 16; Le mariage
de Loti 53, cited in Faessel 137). It is just such ethnic and racial definitions
that support the exoticizing vision. The narrator, following the dictates of the bi-
ological model of evolution, understands the so-called primitive races as des-
tined for destruction in contact with civilization (cf. Hölz 181). The hero,with pat-
riarchal patience, attempts to explain this cultural-philosophical truth to
Rarahu’s “childish intelligence”: “I am thinking, my little pet, that on those dis-
tant seas are scattered many unknown islands; that they are inhabited by a mys-
terious race destined soon to perish; that you are a child of this primitive race”
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(Loti, The Marriage of Loti 109).³¹ Rarahu, in frustration, confirms to the narrator
that for racial reasons her fate is hopeless, but she contains that hopelessness in
a sobered view of love that can only assure itself of the white man’s sympathetic
compassion in that moment (cf. Hölz 182).

Torsten König’s reading of Loti points the way for the differentiation of Pa-
cific studies with reference to the French colonial empire. He describes how Le
mariage de Loti takes up the myth of the delicious island (île délicieuse) that Bou-
gainville and Diderot created. Tahiti appears as the New Cythera, an island of
love where young women are offered to foreign travelers and where the “noble
savage” also survives in an effervescent nature (cf. König, “L’imaginaire géopo-
litique” 135). Loti continues the writing of this myth, evoking Western fantasies
of the vahiné, the Tahitian woman. His fantasies are mixed with picturesque de-
scriptions of a nature that offers everything in overabundance: the pleasurable
tropics. He blends in elements of a tropical exoticism that was very much in fash-
ion at that time—think of Baudelaire’s Fleurs du mal (1857/1868) or Paul Gau-
guin’s Noa-Noa (1897) (cf. König, “L’imaginaire géopolitique” 136).

After traveling to the Pacific in 1871 to 1872, Loti had an idea of the difficult
living conditions in Tahiti. This experience probably provided the basis for his
report on the sad results, for the native population, of the European invasion.
Faced with the degenerate Tahitian society, he describes the disappearance of
the pure, innocent wild Tahitian of the precolonial era. In his pseudo-ethno-
graphic fiction, Loti openly criticizes colonialism from the point of view of an
exoticism that takes on decidedly racist traits. Le mariage de Loti corresponds
to a stage in Western thinking that wanted to assimilate the Other (cf. König, “L’i-
maginaire géopolitique” 136). Loti uses the words “Tahiti” and “Polynesia” to
build a projection screen for European imaginations. His text is full of pointers
to the isolation of the islands:

Go far away from Papeete,whither civilization has not penetrated; where, under the slender
coco-palms, the native Tahitian villages are strown, huts thatched with pandanus-leaves,
on the very edge of the coral reef and the immense and solitary ocean. See the tranquil,
dreaming hamlets, the groups of natives lounging at the feet of the great trees—silent, pas-
sive, and idle, feeding, as it would seem, on the cud of speechless contemplation. Listen
to the utter calm of nature, the monotonous, eternal murmur of the breakers on the barrier
reef; look at the stupendous scenery, the tors of basalt, the dark forests clinging to the

 “Je pense, ô ma petite amie, que sur ces terres lointaines sont disséminés des archipels per-
dus; que ces archipels sont habités par une race mystérieuse bientôt destinée à disparaître; que
tu es une enfant de cette race primitive” (Le mariage de Loti 138 and 134, cited in Hölz 181).
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mountain’s flank—and all this lost in the midst of a vast, immeasurable solitude—the Pa-
cific. (Loti, The Marriage of Loti 33)³²

What does this tell us about our examination of conviviality and relationality?
Given the basic tenor of exoticism, the staging of any project of conviviality is
only present at a higher level, if at all, namely in the affirmation of the impos-
sibility of a coexistence of cultures within the processes of colonial appropria-
tion, as König shows in his analysis.

This makes the constant staging of relationality all the more striking. Loti’s
Polynesia reveals itself as a phantasm of European-imagined worlds that are
communicated as the geographic fictions of a closed and isolated territory deriv-
ing all of its legitimacy from France. The colonial system is based on the relation-
ships between the colony and the colonized island and creates a geocultural
imaginary that privileges these particular relationships (cf. König, “L’imaginaire
géopolitique” 137). König emphasizes that various zones in the Pacific are per-
ceived, on the one hand, as isolated islands, but that the neighboring islands
and the presence of an archipelago also play a significant role. Thus, there are
scattered indications of the bond among the islands:

While very young, her mother had sent her away in a long canoe with sails which was mak-
ing for Tahiti. She remembered nothing of her native island but the enormous and terrible
central tor which towers up from it. The profile of that gigantic block of basalt, rising like a
stupendous corner-stone from the bosom of the Pacific, remained in her mind as the only
image of her native land. (Loti, The Marriage of Loti 13)³³

 “Allez loin de Papeete, là où la civilisation n’est pas venue, là où se retrouvent sous les
minces cocotiers,—au bord des plages de corail—, devant l’immense Océan désert,—les districts
tahitiens, les villages aux toits de pandanus.—Voyez ces peuplades immobiles et rêveuses;—
voyez au pied des grands arbres ces groupes silencieux, indolents et oisifs, qui semblent ne
vivre que par le sentiment de la contemplation. … Écoutez le grand calme de cette nature, le
bruissement monotone et éternel des brisants de corail;—regardez ces sites grandioses, ces
mornes de basalte, ces forêts suspendues aux montagnes sombres, et tout cela, perdu au milieu
de cette solitude majestueuse et sans bornes: le Pacifique” (Le mariage de Loti 68–69, cited in
König, “L’imaginaire géopolitique” 136– 137).
 “Toute petite, elle avait été embarquée par sa mère sur une longue pirogue voilée qui faisait
route pour Tahiti. Elle n’avait conservé de son île perdue que le souvenir du grand morne ef-
frayant qui la surplombe. La silhouette de ce géant de basalte, planté comme une borne mons-
trueuse au milieu du Pacifique, était restée dans sa tête, seule image de sa patrie” (Le mariage de
Loti 51).
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The protagonist, however, always sees Tahiti from the perspective of France. Ap-
plied to all of Polynesia, this perspective can be explained by Papeete’s role as
the administrative center of the entire French-speaking Pacific.

The influence of Loti’s cultural mapping of the Polynesian islands cannot be
emphasized enough. At the beginning of the twentieth century, it was difficult to
write about the Pacific without referring to Loti.³⁴ His literary version of Tahiti
was paired with a relative silence from ethnography about this region of the
world. There are only two ethnological studies of it before the end of the nine-
teenth century: Jacques-Antoine Moerenhout’s Voyage aux îles du Grand Océan
(Voyage to the islands of the great ocean, 1837) and Édmond de Bovis’s État
de la société tahitienne (State of Tahitian society, 1851) (see König, “L’imaginaire
géopolitique” 138). As a result, the history of the cultural and social situation in
Polynesia, the exchanges among the islands, and the economic and social net-
works of the precolonial era remained largely unknown in France. The few pub-
lications about the region always repeat the image of the islands lost in the
ocean. Thus, for example, in 1908, the Swiss traveler Eugène Hänni writes: “See-
ing the vast solitudes of the Pacific open in front of me, and thinking back to the
tiny dimensions of the island that I had just left, I said to myself: After all, it is
strange to live in such places, simple clumps of grass lost in the immensities of
the ocean!” (Hänni 173, cited in König, “L’imaginaire géopolitique” 138).³⁵

And yet, over and over in Loti’s novel, there are examples of a connection
among the individual islands of Oceania, even though the main, dominant con-
nection continues to be the connection to the metropolis:

Rarahu’s mother had brought her to Tahiti, the big island, the queen’s island, to make a
present of her to a very old woman of the Apiré district to whom she was distantly related.
This was in obedience to an ancient custom of the Tahitian race by which children rarely
stay and grow up in the care of their mother. (Loti, The Marriage of Loti 13)³⁶

 Loti did not, however, invent the image of the sensual connection between the European
man and the indigenous woman. Maximilien Radiguet, secretary to Admiral Dupetit-Thouars,
published Les Derniers Sauvages, la vie et les mœurs aux îles Marquises, 1842– 1859 (The last sav-
ages, life and mores in the Marquesas Islands, 1842– 1859) in 1860 (see König, “L’imaginaire
géopolitique” 137).
 “En voyant s’ouvrir devant moi les vastes solitudes du Pacifique et en songeant aux minus-
cules dimensions de l’île que je venais de quitter, je me disais: Tout de même, il est drôle d’ha-
biter dans des endroits pareils, simples mottes de gazon perdues dans les immensités de l’O-
céan!”
 “La mère de Rarahu l’avait amenée à Tahiti, la grande île, l’île de la reine, pour l’offrir à une
très vieille femme du district d’Apiré qui était sa parente éloignée.
Elle obéissait ainsi à un usage ancien de la race maori, qui veut que les enfants restent rarement
auprès de leur vraie mère” (Le mariage de Loti 51).
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As for the omnipresence of the water, the following passage shows that the fun-
damental interwovenness has an existential character: “Rarahu and Tiahoui
were a pair of careless, laughing little beings, living almost entirely in the waters
of their brook where they leaped and sported like a couple of flying-fish” (Loti,
The Marriage of Loti 19).³⁷

In summary, we can say that the representations of the seascape or island
landscape serve as indicators as to whether and to what extent the authors
have freed themselves from the colonial and exoticist image of nature, producing
texts that gradually decipher the land and its landscape anew, thus taking pos-
session of it with their imagination and language. The treatment of the marine
landscape in nineteenth-century colonial and postcolonial and often exoticist lit-
erature is revealing, because colonization also implied a linguistic and literary
occupation. Landscapes were captured and made accessible to the “old”
world through European conceptual patterns and patterns of imagery (see Blü-
mig 11). For both Hugo and Loti, these seascapes act as an essential creative
source for their writing: the ocean as poetic inspiration but also as a social chal-
lenge, with the implied possibility of human trafficking. At first glance, it would
not seem as though the concepts of a Black Atlantic and a Black Pacific,³⁸ as dis-
cussed and used in the debates of current cultural theory, could have much rele-
vance to nineteenth-century debates. And yet it will become apparent that cer-
tain of these current viewpoints (see chapter VII) were more present in the
nineteenth century, in an underlying way, than has so far been assumed.

Oceania shows itself to be the invisible continent in Loti in that any point of
reference is located in the metropolis. But it is significant that the islands’ multi-
ple interconnections are also thematized in his texts. There are always subtle
hints that there must have been a lively exchange, much more so in Loti than
in Hugo, who was definitely interested in reaching the French reading public
and making the loss of Saint-Domingue—which had been the pearl in the
crown of the French colonial empire—intelligible again. What the two authors
have in common is that they both affirm France as the colonial power, with its
cultural gravitational force, at every possible opportunity.

In placing conviviality at the center of his conceptual structures, Hugo antic-
ipates the transatlantic theoretical developments that will play a role in the iden-

 “Rarahu et Tiahoui étaient deux insouciantes et rieuses petites créatures qui vivaient
presque entièrement dans l’eau de leur ruisseau, où elles sautaient et s’ébattaient comme
deux poissons-volants” (Le mariage de Loti 56).
 Think, for instance, of the phenomenon of blackbirding, very widespread in Oceania, where
South Pacific islanders were conscripted into forced labor starting in the middle of the nine-
teenth century.
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tity discourses of Créolité and other such movements two hundred years later. In
the transatlantic context, the paradigm of conviviality can be traced back to a
social romantic dimension that measures itself against the values of the French
Revolution and in so doing undermines multirelational networks. For a long
time, therefore, relationality was suppressed in the theoretical discourse. The
idea of multiple connections and of underlying archipelagic structures will
have to wait a long time to assert itself in the Atlantic region. In the Pacific,
on the other hand, cultural theories take the opposite path: because of the exo-
ticizing interpretation that is dominant here, every literary staging of a program-
matic concept of conviviality is made obsolete, while elements of relationality
are strongly present instead. In the nineteenth century, however, these have
not yet been made productive: “In the middle of the Great Ocean, in a region
where no one ever goes, there is a mysterious and isolated island; no land lies
nearby and for more than eight hundred leagues in every direction, it is sur-
rounded by empty and moving immensities” (Loti, L’île de Pâques xxx).³⁹

 “Il est, au milieu du Grand Océan, dans une région où l’on ne passe jamais, une île mysté-
rieuse et isolée; aucune terre ne gît en son voisinage et, à plus de huit cents lieues de toutes
parts, des immensités vides et mouvantes l’environnent.”
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