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Abstract

Bronze casters were frequently asked to illustrate popular works of fiction, such as /Atala/,
/Les Incas/, and /Robinson Crusoe/. In 1802, a monumental gold and black mantel clock repre-
senting a scene from Paul et Virginie was ordered from bronze caster and engraver Pierre-Philippe
Thomire (1751-1843). Thomire’s clock does not illustrate Bernardin’s pastoral any more than
the idyllic Paul et Virginie illustrates life in the French colony, a dismal destination according to
Bernardin’s own correspondence and his /Voyage à l’Ile de France/ (1773). Though the clock
refers unmistakably to Bernardin’s tale, a closer examination of its iconography reveals some
startling departures from the story first published in 1788. The design also points, albeit indi-
rectly, to a number of important variations in the different editions of the novel published dur-
ing Bernardin’s lifetime, particularly with respect to their paratextual apparatus, something that
would probably have escaped notice had I not been struck by the discrepancies between Thomire’s
iconography and Bernardin’s narrative. This article studies Thomire’s reordering of Paul et Vir-
ginie against the text and paratext of the 1806 edition as well as the earlier /Voyage à l’Ile de
France/, to which Bernardin had initially thought of appending his fictional narrative. Studying
these separate moments in the history of Paul et Virginie reveals how a work published during
the Ancien Regime could be recast as an imperial icon. More specifically, it enables us to see
Bernardin’s “work in progress” as a barometer of changing attitudes towards slavery in the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.
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Reading by the Gold and 
Black Clock; Or, the Recasting 
of Bernardin de Saint-Pierre's 

Paul et Virginie 1 

Catherine Labia 

Chromo, dessus de pendule, image d'Epinal, roman a l'eau de rose un tantinet 
ridicule, tels etaient les qualificatifs les moins desobligeants que nous appliquions, 
nollS, lesjeunes, entre 1900 et 1920, a Paul et Virginie.-Pierre Trahard2 

Paul et Virginie, initially published in 1788 ~ an appendix to the 
third edition of Bernardin de Saint-Pierre's Etudes de la nature, tells 

the extravagantly popular tale of a small utopian matriarchy situated 
on the lIe de France (now Mauritius Island) and comprising two 
women (Mme de la Tour and Marguerite), their respective children 
(Virginie and Paul), and two slaves (Domingue and Marie). When 
Virginie reaches puberty and begins to fall in love with Paul, Mme de 
la Tour sends her daughter to live in France with a relative. The 
diversionary ploy fails in every respect. Anxious to leave Europe, 
Virginie sails home in the middle of the hurricane season and is 
shipwrecked near the island shores. She spurns the entreaties of a 

1 Earlier versions of this article were presented at the Ninth International Congress on the 
Enlightenment in Munster, Germany Guly 1995) and at the thirty-first Annual Meeting of 
the American Society for Eighteenth-Century Studies in Philadelphia, PA (April 2000). I am 
grateful to the participants who commented on the paper, particularly Philip Robinson and 
William Ray. I have benefited a great deal from the reports of Malcolm Cook and two other 
(anonymous) readers, as well as from the suggestions and comments of Ann Gaylin, Amy 
Hungerford, Pericles Lewis, and Elliott Visconsi. 

2 Pierre Trahard, "Introduction," in Jacques-Henri Bernardin de Saint-Pierre, Paule! Virginie 
(Paris: Classiques Garnier, 1964), p. i. 
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672 EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY FICTION 

sailor who respectfully begs her to remove her clothes that she might 
swim to safety and elects instead to die within sight of the colony. The 
petite societe does not survive her. By tale's end, all six principal 
characters have lost their lives. 

In 1802, a monumental gold and black mantel clock (see figure 1) 
representing a scene from Paul et ViJginiewas ordered from bronze caster 
and engraver Pierre-Philippe Thomire (1751-1843), who later became 
Napoleon's appointed supplier. According to its former owner and 
curator of the Musee Fran~ois Duesberg in Mons, Belgium, the clock 
was meant as a gift from the premier consul to Bernardin de Saint-Pierre.3 

The claim is far from implausible. The celebrated author was won over 
to Napoleon's cause in 1802, after having been showered with gifts, 
honours, and compliments by Bonaparte and his brothers Joseph and 
Louis since the end of the Italian campaign.4 

Flawlessly crafted, Thomire's clock is a perfect example of so-called 
pendules au sauvage, collectors' items of deep gold and patinated bronze 
made between 1795 and 1815, which are fashionable all over again, 
fetching upwards ofUS$300,000 at auction.5 Their appeal springs, in 
part, from the unsurpassed quality of the workmanship, which involved 
the collaboration of up to ten different craftsmen, and from the striking 
contrast between the matte or glazed bronze and the gilding. The latter 
was obtained by heating the bronze and covering it with a blend of gold 
and mercury. While the mercury evaporated, the molten gold penetrated 
through the pores of the hot bronze. This extremely harmful process, 
banned in 1815, would be repeated up to four times before chiselling 
could begin. This phase was entrusted to some of the great bronziers of 
the time: Thomire, of course, erstwhile protege of Marie-Antoinette, but 

3 The Musee Franc;ois Duesberg (opened September 1994) is devoted to the decorative arts 
and houses Thomire's clock. See De noir et d'or, pendules "au bon sauvage": collection M. et Mme 
Franfois Duesberg. the catalogue of the De noir et d'or exhibit held in 1993 at the Bellevue 
Museum in Brussels, Belgium. for more information on this and other gold and black clocks 
(Brussels: Musees royaux d'art et d'histoire, 1993). Also see French Clocks the World Over, 5th 
ed. (Paris: Tardy, 1981), 2:242-49; a photograph of the Paul et Vi1ginie clock now in the Musee 
Franc;ois Duesberg is included on p. 249, where it is incorrectly described as "Two Negro 
bearers carrying two goddesses." 

4 See Trahard. pp. xxx-xxxi; L. Aime-Martin, "De l'auteur de Paul et Virginie. Fragment," in 
Jacques-Henri Bernardin de Saint-Pierre. (Euvres. ed. L. Aime-Martin (Paris: Lefevre, 1833), 
pp. 16-19; Emmanuel-Auguste-Dieudonne. comte de Las Cases. Memorial de Sainte-Hitene, 
ed. Andre Fugier (Paris: Gamier, 1961). 1:337-38; andJ.-H. Bernardin de Saint-Pierre, 
Correspondance (Paris: L·advocat. 1826).4:479,487,488. 

5 See Laure Durain. "Au pays de l'heure noire: Un million de francs pour une pendule 'au 
negre ... • Beaux-Arts 83 (October 1990), 54-55. and Laure Buhart. "Les pendules 'au bon 
sauvage ... • Art et dicoration301 (April-May 1991), 130-35. 
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GOLD AND BLACK CLOCK 673 

Figure 1. Mantel clock, ca. 1802 (h: 70 cm, w: 72 cm) attributed to bronze-caster and engraver 
Pierre-Philippe Thomire (1751-1843). Gilt and patinated bronze. Mons, Belgium, Musee 
Frant;:ois Duesberg. Reproduction courtesy of Frant;:ois Duesberg. 

also Jean-Simon Deverberie (1764-1824) and Claude Galle 
(1759-1815).6 -

Bronze casters were frequently asked to illustrate popular works of 
fiction, such as Atala, Les Incas, and Rnbinson Crusoe. Thomire's clock 
does not, however, illustrate Bernardin's pastoral any more than the 
idyllic Paul et Virginie illustrates life in the French colony, a dismal 
destination according to Bernardin's own correspondence and his 
Voyage it lile de France (1773). Though the clock refers unmistakably 

6 For a detailed account ofThomire's life and career, see Juliette Niclausse, ThomiTe,jrmdeuT
ciselellT (1751-1843): sa vie, son I1mVTe (Paris: Grund, 1947). 
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674 EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY FICTION 

to Bernardin's tale, a closer examination of its iconography reveals 
some startling departures from the story first published in 1788. The 
design also points, albeit indirectly, to a number of important 
variations in the different editions of the novel published during 
Bernardin's lifetime, particularly with respect to their paratextual 
apparatus, something that would probably have escaped notice had 
I not been struck by the discrepancies between Thomire's iconography 
and Bernardin's narrative. 

A number of scholars have studied variants in the three key editions 
of Paul et Virginie: 1788, 1789, and 1806.7 They have focused primarily 
on textual alterations within the main body of the published work. 
Unfortunately, not only are these changes relatively minor but also 
focusing on them obscures the active role played by Bernardin in the 
selection of the illustrations for the 1806 edition, the last edition that 
the author supervised, and in the composition of its new preamble. 
Indeed, I would argue against Edouard Guitton's claim that the 
1789/1806 variations were agreed to by a writer "probableII1;ent fatigue 
ou distrait.,,8 "A tired or inattentive" writer would not have embarked 
on such an ambitious project, which involved working closely with 
illustrators and adding a preamble that is more than half as long as the 
tale itself. More importantly, restricting observations to variations in 
the narrative proper sidesteps the question of the role played by the 
paratext of the 1806 edition, which has long been treated as the 
definitive version.9 This is particularly unfortunate since the 1806 
paratext-unlike the slight changes brought to the main body of the 
tale-serves to displace, overwhelm, and even drown the critique of 
slavery built into Bernardin's original work. 

7 See Jean-Michel Racault, "En guise d'introduction: propositions pour une relecture de Paul 
et Virginie," Eudes sur "Paul et Virginie" et l'amvre de Bernardin de Saint-Pierre ([Saint-Denis]: 
Publications de l'Universite de la Reunion, 1986), pp. 16-20; Bernard Bray, "'Paul et 
Virginie,' un texte variable a usages didactiques divers," Revue d'histoire litwaire de la France 
89 (1989),856-78; and Edouard Guitton, "A propos des variantes de Paulet Virginie," Langue, 
litterature du XIIIf et du XlfIJf siecle: Melanges ojJerts a M. le Professeur Frederic DelojJre, ed. Roger 
Lathuillere (Paris: SEDES, with the cooperation of the Centre National des Le ttres, 1990), 
pp. 567-74. A detailed critical edition ofan early manuscript can be found in Marie-Therese 
Veyrenc, Edition critique du manuscrit de Paul et Virginie de Bernardin de Saint-Pierre intitule: 
"Histoire de Mlle Virginie de la Tour" (Paris: Nizet, 1975). Also see Cook, "Bernardin de Saint
Pierre, Paul et Virginie: 'Premier essai autographe de la conversation de Paul et du Vieillard,''' 
Eighteenth-Century Fiction 9:2 (1997), 149-60. 

8 Guitton, p. 570. 
9 Two recent editions of Paul et Virginie, one by Guitton (Paris: Imprimerie Nationale, colI. 

Lettres franc;aises, 1984) and the other by Racault (Paris: Librairie Generale Franc;aise, Le 
Livre de Poche classique 4166,1999), are based on the 1789 edition. 
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GOLD AND BLACK CLOCK 675 

This article studies Thomire's reordering of Paul et Virginieagainst 
the text and paratext of the 1806 edition as well as the earlier Voyage 
it lile deFrance, to which Bernardin had initially thought of appending 
his fictional narrative. lO Studying these separate moments in the history 
of Paul et Virginie reveals how a work published during the Ancien 
Regime could be recast as an imperial icon. More specifically, it 
enables us to see Bernardin's "work in progress" as a barometer of 
changing attitudes towards slavery in the late eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries. 

The early 1770s saw the rise of a concerted secular anti-slavery 
movement, a position articulated most forcefully in Louis-Sebastien 
Mercier's L 'An 2440 (1771) and Raynal and Diderot's Histoire 
philosophique et politique des deux Indes (1774), both including 
expressions of support for slave rebellions. The anti-slavery position 
remained marginal, however, even among the philosophes, who tended 
to view slavery as economically necessary and to limit their criticism 
to abusive practices rather than to the institution itself. As Yves Benot 
has quipped, the "Encyclopedie sur ce sujet est contradictoire a 
souhait. ,,11 The creation of the Societe des amis des noirs in 1788 did not 
help this situation. Its leaders elected to focus on the abolition of the 
slave trade, but they did not succeed in putting this issue on the agenda 
of the National Assembly. A decision regarding slavery proper was 
sidetracked for several years by a variety of other questions, such as the 
related matter of citizenship. In May 1791, an amendment was voted 
granting citizenship to all male colonists born of free parents 
regardless of colour. The Assembly repealed that particular vote, 
however, once news of the slave uprising, which had erupted earlier 
that year in Saint-Domingue, reached the capital. The Convention 
eventually outlawed slavery in 1794, but only because the French were 

10 Though the iconographic success of Paul et Virginie has long been recognized (see Fernand 
Maury,Etudesur la vie et les amvres de Bernardin de Saint-Pierre [Paris: Hachette, 1892], p. 570), 
clocks inspired by the novel have not yet been a focus of study, despite the frequendy recorded 
dismissal of the work as a "dessus de pendule." To my knowledge, the oldest recorded reference 
to this quaint insult can be found in Souriau's biography of Bernardin, in which he tries to save 
the novel from the charge oftenninal picturesque: "Paul et Virginie, ce n'est pas un bibelot 
d' etagere, ni Ie chef-d'reuvre des dessus de pendule." Maurice Souriau, Bernardin de Saint-Pierre 
d'apres ses manuSClits (Paris: Societe Fran~aise d'Imprimerie et de Librairie, 1905), p. 251. Paul 
Toinet's Paul et Virginie: repertoire bibliographique et iconographique deliberately sets three
dimensional works aside (Paris: Maisonneuve et Larose, 1963), p. 140. So does Valerie David, 
who focuses on illustrated editions of Bernardin's novel in "Sur l'iconographie de Paul et 
Virginie," Etudes sur "Paul et Virginie," pp. 238-48. 

11 Yves Benot, La Rivolutionfranraise et la fin des colonies (Paris: La Decouverte, 1988), p. 30. 

5

Labio: Recasting Bernardin de Saint-Pierre's /Paul et Virginie/

Produced by The Berkeley Electronic Press, 2004



676 EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY FICTION 

fighting both the English and the Spanish in the colonies and needed 
the support of Toussaint L'Ouverture and his followers, who had 
joined forces with the Spanish. The Convention decision convinced 
Toussaint to side with the French and to help them recapture colonies 
that had fallen in British hands. In 1801, Toussaint captured Spanish 
Santo Domingo and issued a constitution that decreed the end of 
slavery and appointed him governor for life 6f the whole island. Later 
that same year, Napoleon sent troops to recapture Saint Domingue 
and re-establish French dominion over the island. He then reinstated 
slavery in 1802. No protests were heard. Years of terror at home and 
years of well-publicized violence in the colonies had effectively 
extinguished sympathy for the abolitionist movement.12 

Similarly, Bernardin's own positions on slavery vacillated between 
denunciation and accommodation before ending in denial. His 
strongest public anti-slavery stance dates back to the early 1770s and 
the publication of the Voyage a lile de France in 1773. Subsequently, as 
this study ofparatextuality and hypotextuality-or, rather, to follow 
Valerie David's lead, hypo-iconicity13 -will demonstrate, his critique 
became increasingly diluted, to the point where a text with roots in 
a work that has been called "un des manifestes anti-esclavagistes les 
plus vibrants de l' epoque des Lumieres"14 was eventually put into the 
service of the man who had reinstated slavery and crushed Toussaint 
L'Ouverture's bid for freedom and independence. 

~ 
The iconography of Thomire's clock, in which Paul and Virginie, 
sitting atop a drum-shaped clock mechanism, are carried by two tall 
and muscular black men, was inspired by one of the best-known 

12 Slavery was abolished definitively in 1848. The preceding historical account of the evolution 
of French positions on slavery in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries draws on 
the following works: David Brion Davis, TheProbl£m of Slavery in theAge of Revolutiun, 1770-1823 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1975); Uon-Fran~ois Holfmann, Le Negreromantique: personnage 
litteraire et obsession coll£ctive (Paris: Payot, 1973); Hugh Honour, From the American Revolution to 
World War I: Slaves and Liberators, vol. 4: 1 of The Image of the Black in Western, AT/, ed. Ladislas 
Bugner (Houston: Menil Foundation; Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1989), pp. 50-57; 
Benot, La Rfroolutiun jranfaise, La Demence colnnial£ smlS Napolion (Paris: La Decouverte, 1992) 
and "L'Internationaie abolitionniste etl'esquisse d'une civilisation atlantique," Dix-HuitiemeSiecl£ 
33 (2001), 265-79; and Jean-Michel Deveau, "La Traite negriere atlantique," Dix-Huitieme Siecle 
33 (2001),49-61. 

13 David, p. 238. 
14 Isabelle Vissiere, "EscJavage et negritude chez Bernardin de Saint-Pierre," Etudes sur "Paul 

et Virginie, "p. 79. 
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GOLD AND BLACK CLOCK 677 

episodes in the novel: the return of the two lovers from their typically 
misguided attempt to ask for mercy on behalf of a fugitive slave, who 
had sought refuge with them and whom they had accompanied back 
to her owner. In the novel, Paul and Virginie, lost, exhausted, and in 
tears, are found by their dog, FideIe, and thefideleDomingue, the slave 
owned by Paul's mother. Their feet swollen and red, Paul and Virginie 
are unable to walk any further when the leader of a group of runaway 
slaves who has been observing them from afar offers to have them 
carried home-out of gratitude for their having tried to help the 
fugitive slave: "quatre noirs marrons des plus robustes firent aussitot 
un brancard avec des branches d' arbres et des lianes, y plad:rent Paul 
et Virginie, les mirent sur leurs epaules."15 

Unusually large (70 cm high x 72 cm wide), not to mention rare (no 
known copy exists), Thomire' s clock nevertheless typifies the many 
Directoire and Empire clocks in which black characters figured 
prominently, a new phenomenon in the history of clock-making, 16 which 
has since given birth to the term pendules au sauvage. Also labelled 
pendules au negre, or, more recently, pendules it sujets exotiques, the vast 
m.yority of these clocks represent a limited number of characters: 
American Indian and Mrican hunters, embracing couples, nurses, 
sailors, merchants, and porters. Other iconograpic conventions are 
noteworthy. In particular, gilding is only occasionally used to represent 
non-Europeans. By contrast, whenever both Europeans and non
Europeans figure prominently, the former are invariably portrayed in 
gold. Also, no European figure carries an exotic one, though the reverse 
is true, as is the case with a number of clocks inspired by Paul et Virginie. 17 

This desire to distinguish between European and exotic characters 
is not matched by a parallel interest in iconographic differentiation 
among exotic characters whose physical features are visually inter
changeable. The presence of a feather headdress-a standard feature 
of European personifications of America and visual depictions of 
American Indians since the beginning of the sixteenth centuryI8-and, 

15 Bernardin de Saint-Pierre, Paul et Virginie, ed. Robert Mauzi (1966; Paris: Flammarion, GF 
87,1992), p. 111. References are to this edition. 

16 Dominique Flechon and Chantal Flechon, "La Pendule au negre," Bulletin de l'association 
nationale des collectionneurs et amateurs d'lwrlogerie ancienne 63 (1992), 27. 

17 There exists a subcategory of clocks, which are usually referred to as au porteJaix. Only rarely 
do these represent a European porter. 

18 Hugh Honour, The European Vision of America, a special exhibition to honour the US 
Bicentennial organized by the Cleveland Museum of Art with the collaboration of the 
National Gallery of Art, Washington, and the Reunion des Musees Nationaux, Paris 
(Cleveland: Cleveland Museum of Art, 1975), pp. 4,112. 
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678 EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY FICTION 

less frequently, of a tobacco leaf or feather skirt is often the only 
element that enables viewers to distinguish between representations 
of American Indians and portraits of people ofMrican descent. This 
iconographic indifference has a long and complex history. Initially a 
by-product of European ignorance, it gave way in the sixteenth century 
to a marked differentiation between American Indians, idealized as 
primitive people who could not be enslaved, and people brought from 
Africa for the express purpose of enslavement This "double standard," 
to use David Brion Davis's phrase, was not, it is true, absolute.19 Hugh 
Honour observes, for example, that Indian feather skirts were used in 
sixteenth-century and seventeenth-century ballets "for Moors and 
Ethiopians as well as Indians. ,,20 More importantly, however, the most 
striking feature of sixteenth-century and seventeenth-century European 
art was artists' interest in focusing on Mricans as individuals rather 
than types. As noted by Alain Locke, European painters of that period 
portrayed Mricans realistically and, in the case of "such 17th Century 
masters as Rembrandt, Velasquez and Rubens carried the interest still 
further to a degree of virtuosity in technical expression and a 
penetration of emotional understanding which for a long time was not 
again approached. "21 

By the 1770s the situation was dramatically different. Visual 
similarities between indigenous American people and African slaves 
were openly emphasized, and instances of what the catalogue of the 
De Noir et d'orexhibit refers to as "confusion iconographique" (n.p.) 
were, once again, commonplace. This emphasis is all the more 
remarkable if one considers that a new human classification system 
based on physical appearance was emerging at the same time, setting 
the stage for the racial ideology in place by the early 1800s.22 The 
eighteenth-century tendency to treat American Indians and Mricans 

19 Davis, The Problem oj Slavery in Western Culture (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1966), p. 10. 
20 Honour, The European Vision oj America, p. 124. 
21 The Negro in Art: A Pictorial Record oJ the Negro Artist and oJ the Negro Theme in Art, ed. Alain 

Locke (New York: Hacker Art Books, 1979), p. 139. 
22 See Hoffmann on the marked increase in racist literature during the Consulat and Empire 

periods: "L'inferiorite de l'homme de couleur en viendra it etre postulee comme un fait 
biologique, comme une verite de la nature" (p. 116). Also see Sue Peabody's analysis of the 
legal arguments put forth in the 1750s on behalf of Francisque, a native of Pondicherry, 
India. In these briefs, Francisque's lawyers emphasized cultural resemblances between 
Europeans and South Indians, distinguished between the physical appearance of persons 
from Mrica and from India, and argued on the basis of these similarities and differences 
that Indians, unlike black Mricans, were not negres and therefore not made for slavery. "There 
Are No Slaves in France": ThePoTitical Culture oj Race and Slavery in the Ancien Regi'me (New York 
and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), pp. 57-71. 
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GOLD AND BLACK CLOCK 679 

interchangeably has been interpreted positively as a new-found 
willingness to see Mricans as well as American Indians as "bons 
sauvages"23-whatDavis has referred to as "a gradual extension of the 
primitivistic ideal."24 To a certain degree, we see this "extension" at work 
in the iconography of pendules au sauvage, in which black figures tend 
to be represented according to earlier standards of primitive purity, 
simplicity, and strength. However, they are also quite limited in their 
range of possible actions and depict types rather than individuals. For 
reasons that will doubtless become increasingly clear, the iconographic 
confusion manifest in pendules au sauva~must ultimately be interpreted 
as fulfilling an essentially negative function: turning both Africans and 
American Indians into bans sauvages amounts to a convenient denial of 
the reality of slavery and of its reinstatement in 1802, the very year of the 
creation ofThomire's Paul et Virginie. 

The "confusion iconographique" noted above more than amply 
matches one of Paul et Virginie's core strategies: the unexpected-one 
might even say, forced-mixing of otherwise separate estates, what 
Pierre Rodriguez has accurately referred to as "une operation ... 
d'harmonisation des contraires."25 The narrator, for instance, portrays 
Mme de la Tour and Marguerite as "ayant eprouve des maux presque 
semblables, se donnant les doux noms d'amie, de compagne et de 
sreur" (p. 98). Such a description glosses over the very dissimilar social 
origins and personal histories of the two women. In a similar vein, 
when the narrator refers to their households and to Domingue and 
Marie's household as "des familles expatriees" (p. 117), he brackets 
the fact that these "expatriations" are of dissimilar natures. 

Of course, the narrator is merely reflecting the fiction of social 
equali ty upon which the petite societe is founded. 26 All the members of 
the insular society share equally in the labour expended in the enclave 
as well as in its produceP Mme de la Tour and Marguerite dress like 

23 Hoffmann, p. 22. 
24 Davis, The Problem o/Slavery in Western Culture, p. 480. 
25 Pierre Rodriguez, "Remarques sur Ie fonctionnement de l' exotisme dans Paul et Virginie," 

Exotisme et creation: Actes du Collnque intematitmal (Lyon 1983) (Lyon: L'Hermes, Publications 
de l'UniversiteJean Moulin, 1985), p. 261. 

26 This "denial of the importance of social hierarchy" is a characteristic move oflate eighteenth
century sentimental fiction, as demonstrated by David]. Denby in Sentimental Narrative and 
the Social Order in France, 1760-1820 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), p. 96. 
Denby does not discuss Paulet Virginie, but his study in ambivalent critique, of contestation 
followed by resignation, is certainly applicable to Bernardin's work. 

27 I suspect that Bernardin's description of the petite societe owes something to the existence of 
clusters of French families living in remote areas of the Mascareignes islands, where they 
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680 EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY FICTION 

slaves, in implicit mock reversal of the French laws that codified what 
people of Mrican descent were allowed to wear.28 Virginie and Paul 
are taught games traditionally played by black children, such as 
pantomime, considered to be "Ie premier langage de l'homme; elle 
est connue de toutes les nations; elle est si naturelle et si expressive 
que les enfants des blancs ne tardent pas a l'apprendre des qu'ils ont 
vu ceux des noirs s'y exercer" (p. 122). These role reversals proceed 
from a critique of European mores and represent a deliberate attempt 
at inverting prevalent European hierarchies. Indeed, though I am not 
concerned with addressing this question here, it is worth noting that 
Paul et Vztginierepresents an intriguing, albeit negative, example oflate 
eighteenth/ early nineteenth-century construction of European 
identity. Bernardin explicitly and repeatedly opposes the values of the 
petite societe to those of Europe, as opposed to any particular European 
nation or region.29 The ensuing fiction ultimately proves untenable, 
however, and results in the complete destruction of the petite societe 
founded by Mme de la Tour and Marguerite-what Jean-Michel 
Racault has rightly recognized as "Ie probleme majeur que pose 
l'utopie de Paul et Virginie.,,30 

In the colonies, as Bernardin had witnessed personally, European 
prejudices are at best replicated and at worst compounded. There can 
be no fresh start. The death of the two young protagonists is only the 
more dramatic consequence of this broader principle, which operates 
in a variety of instances. In a letter to her mother, Virginie hopes "de voir 
des pommes croitre aupres de nos bananiers" (p. 152). Characteristi
cally, however, the seeds that she sends from Europe do not take root: 
"il n'en germa qu'un petit nombre, qui ne put venir a sa perfection" 
(p. 154). Similarly, the old man's attempt to combine the best of two 
societies is equally fruitless. His survival is merely dictated by the 
necessities of narration. He is otherwise without wife, child, or slave, 

eked out a living by working the land. In opposition to plantation owners, they did not rely 
extensively on slave labour. Bernardin narrates a visit to just such a French microsociety in 
letter 17 of the Vlryaglilz l'ile deFrance: un officier du roi a l'lle Maurice, 1768-1770, ed. Yves Benot 
(Paris: La Decouverte/Maspero, 1983), pp. 57-58. References are to this edition. 

28 Davis, The Problem of Slavery in Western Culture, p. 284. 
29 See Racault, "Systeme de la toponymie et organisation de l'espace romanesque dans Paul 

et Virginie," SVEC 242 (1986),377-418 for a careful study of the value-laden concept of 
"Europe" in Bernardin's novel. Also see RA. Francis, "Bernardin de Saint-Pierre's 'Paul et 
Virginie' and the Failure of the Ideal State in the Eighteenth-Century French Novel," 
Nottingham French Studies 13 (1974),51-60. 

30 Racault, "Paulet Virginieetl'utopie: de la 'petite societe' au mythe collectif," SVEC242 (1986), 
449. 
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and even without a name. He cannot truly believe in the myth he 
propagates and which introduces Virginie and Paul as "ces deux 
enfants de la nature" (p. 126). His only remaining happiness, that 
which comes from books, is, in his own word, "negatif' (p. 156). 

The main reason behind the failure of the insular experiment is the 
continued subordination of the petite societe to the colonial, that is, the 
European model that determines it. Europe frames the story, just as 
the ocean encircles the colony that surrounds the enclave settled by 
Marguerite and Mme de la Tour. Europe provides an inescapable 
frame of reference that all Europeans and European narratives inhabit 
automatically. Even the fugitive slave's decision not to die is portrayed 
as predicated on the existence of Europeans: "Elle £9outa: Je voulais 
aller me noyer; mais sachant que vous demeuriez ici,j 'ai dit: Puisqu'il 
y a encore de bons blancs dans ce pays il ne faut pas encore mourir'" 
(p. 105). Far from invalidating this perspective, the gratitude of the 
noirs marrons who carry Paul and Virginie home is warped in 
metropolitan "paternalism," or, in this case, "maternalism": "A peine 
ils [Paul et Virginie] la montaient qu'ils entendirent des voix qui 
criaient 'Est-ce vous, mes enfants?' lIs repondirent avec les noirs: 'Oui, 
c'est nous'" (pp. 111-12). 

It is therefore apt that the world should be portrayed as the 
playground of Europeans. When Paul is unhappy in love, he prays for 
war as a solution to his personal quandary: '''Ph1t a Dieu que la guerre 
flit declaree dans l'IndeI j'irais y mourir'" (p. 172). Such a remark 
brings into relief unexpected similarities between the young man and 
M. de la Bourdonnais, governor of the ile de France, 1735-46. The 
disparities in their outlook and situation notwithstanding, they share 
the same colonial imaginaire, as evidenced by Paul's unwitting echo of 
the call for war recorded in de la Bourdonnais' s memoirs: "L' expedi
tion de Mahe terminee; les iles de France et de Bourbon cultivees, 
fortifiees et mises hors d'insulte; je n'envisageais qu'un avenir 
favorable, et j'appelais la guerre comme un moyen sur de ruiner dans llnde 
les ennemis de laFrance' (emphasis added) .31 In a similar vein, when Paul 
tries to console himself while he waits for Virginie, he envisions a life 
that would be less than idyllic for all concerned: "Sa femme I [ ... ] cette 
idee Ie ravissait. 'Au moins, mon pere, me disait-il, vous ne ferez plus 
rien que pour votre plaisir. Virginie etant riche, nous aurons beaucoup 

31 B.F. Mahe de la Bourdonnais, Memoires histonques de B. F. MaM de fa BOllrdonnais, gOllvemeur 
des iles de France et de Bourbon; receuiUis et publies par son petit-jils (Paris, 1827), p. 53. 
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de noirs qui travailleront pourvous'" (p. 171). An earlier manuscript 
version is, remarkably, far more neutral: "au moin mon pere vous ne 
travailles plu."32 The untenability of the printed version has been 
commented upon by a number of critics, including Racault and 
Georges BenrekaSsa, who is alone, I think, in having recognized that 
"Ie pis est que, deux pages plus haut, Paul fait aggressivement l' eloge 
du travail personnel. "33 Earlier, Paul had considered going away from 
the island to buy slaves rather than let Virginie sail to Europe. That 
he does not exercise this option takes nothing away from its availability, 
or from its rejection on practical rather than ethical grounds. As noted 
by Rodriguez, Paul is here offering to engage in exactly the same 
practice that had brought M. de la Tour to Madagascar.34 The idyllic 
experiment has come full circle. 

As for slaves, their voices are not heard. In the context of the novel, 
the option of a successful European withdrawal, successful at least from 
the perspective of the enslaved, is clearly unthinkable. Needless to say, 
so is the possibility of a slave resistance or rebellion, even though La 
Bourdonnais had found it necessary to organize a militia entrusted in 
part with protecting the inhabitants of the lIe de France from runaway 
slaves.35 Slavery, like the European class system that has, in spite of their 
best efforts, always already driven a wedge between Mme de la Tour and 
Marguerite, is to all intents and purposes portrayed as naturalized, both 
socially and narratologically. The petite societe, the colony it is a part of, 
as well as the tale's narrative economy depend on it. There would not 
be any story, after all, had Mme de la Tour not married beneath her 
station and had her husband not died buying slaves and leaving her 
stranded and penniless on this faraway island. 

Appropriately, the arrival of M. de la Bourdonnais on behalf of 
Virginie's aunt is but the efficient cause of her dismal fate, which 
actually originates in Mme de la Tour's eleven-year-Iong attempt to 
have her wealthy relative take an interest in her niece. It is Mme de la 
Tour who thinks of sending her daughter away to be appointed heiress 
to her aunt's fortune, and, failing that, of dispatching Paul to India to 
engage in commerce and buy another slave (p. 132). Marguerite is not 

32 Veyrenc, p. 38l. 
33 Racault, "Paulet Virginieet l'utopie," p. 457; Georges Benrekassa, "L'Univers culturel de Panl 

et Virginie: texte, intertexte, contexte," Fables de fa personne: p01lrune histoire de fa snbjectivite 
(Paris: PUF, 1985), p. 9l. 

34 Rodriguez, p. 264. 
35 Michel Deveze, L 'Europe et le Monde a fa fin dn XVIIIe siecle (Paris: Albin Michel, 1970), p. 275. 
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so easily willing to give up on the foundational principles of the petite 
societe. Nor is Paul: "Vous l'envoyez en Europe, dans ce pays barb are 
qui vous a refuse un asile, et chez des parents cruels qui vous ont vous
meme abandonnee" (p. 143). Their protestations are vain. Mmede 
la Tour's social origins trump all the values espoused by the petite societe, 
and her continued adherence to a European code guarantees the 
failure of this social experiment. 

Nothing demonstrates the unviability of Bernardin's projet de societe 
better than the plainly futile immediate cause of Virgin ie's death: her 
refusal to undress in public, even though her life depends on 
it-irrespective of the reasons that can be adduced for this decision.36 

Death is the only possible outcome. The similar fates ofVirginie and 
her hapless community invalidate the experiment itself. Paradoxically, 
this failure strengthens the very system that the experiment is 
ostensibly meant to condemn. By denying the possibility of an 
alternative to or a rejection of the European model, the tale also invites 
resignation to it. As a result, the overall narrative trajectory of 
Bernardin de Saint-Pierre's tale can be said to invite the reader to see 
as preordained the partitioning of the world into the Exotic and the 
European, along with the colonial system held up by this dualism. It 
takes to its logical consequence the fundamental distinction at the core 
of the tiny pastoral community on the lIe de France: "Paul, a l'age de 

36 A variety of theories attempt to account for Vtrginie's gesture. See Clifton Cherpack, "Paul et 
Virginieand the Myths of Death," PMLA 90 (1975), 247-55; Jean Fabre, "Paul et Virginie, 
pastorale," LumiCres et romantisme: energie et nostalgie de Ruusseau ii Mickiewicz (Paris: Klincksieck, 
1963), pp. 167-99;]. Rossard, "La Mortmysterieuse de Vtrginie," Une clef du romantisme: fapudeur 
(1968; reprint, Paris: Nizet, 1974), pp. 80--95; Cook, "Paul et Virginie A roman poetique," Australian 

JouTTUllofFrench Studies 24 (1987), 245--52; and Trahard. A long footnote appended to Trahard's 
edition of Paul et ViIginieprovides the most concise, historically fuctual summary of the shipwreck 
that inspired the ending of Bernardin's novel (pp. 204-6n). For a detailed account, see Raymond 
Hein, Le Naufrage du St-Geran: La Ugende de Paul et Virginie (lIe Maurice: Editions de l'Ocean 
Indien, Paris: Fernand Nathan, 1981). According to historical records, a ship called Le Saint
Geran was shipwrecked off the lIe de France coast on the night of 17-18 August 1744. One of 
the passengers is reported to have died after having refused to undress. As critics have noted, 
this person was nota young woman but the ship's captain. Hein reports the account of one of 
the survivors as follows: "TI [Aime Caret, deuxieme quarrier-maitre] avaitvoulu convaincre ce 
dernier [Ie Capitaine du vaisseau] de quitter sa veste et sa culotte afin d'etre libre de ses 
mouvements et de se sauver plus aisement. Mais Ie Capitaine n'yvoulut point consentir disant 
qu 'il ne conviendrait pas ii fa decence de son etat tJ'amver ii terre taut nu, et qu 'il avait des papiers dans 
sa poche qu 'il ne devait pas quitter" (p. 83). Whatever Captain Delamarre's reasons were-and this 
passage presents interpretative problems as complex as any brought forth by Vtrginie's 
death-one can safely say that his motivations were different from the Bernardin heroine's 
motives. Additionally, as Racault notes, "il serait [ ... ] fort interessant de se demander pourquoi 
Bernardin a deplace du 17 aofit a la nuit du 24 au 25 decembre 1744-nuitde la Nativite-Ia 
date du naufrage du Saint-Geran" ("En guise d'introduction," p. 18n38). 
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douze ans, plus robuste et plus intelligent que les Europeens a quinze, 
avait embelli ce que Ie noir Domingue ne faisait que cultiver" (p. 113). 
In such a context the empire can become, as it were, an "act of God." 

Bernardin had graphically stigmatized the abuses of slavery in his 
Voyage a lile de France. In letter 12, an account of some the many abuses 
he had personally witnessed ends on the following note: 

J'ai vu chaque jour fouetter des hommes et des femmes pour avoir casse quelque 
poterie, oublie de fermer une porte. J'en ai vu de tout sanglants froues de 
vinaigre et de sel pour les guerir. J' en ai vu sur Ie port, dans l' exces de leur 
douleur, ne pouvoir plus crier; d'autres mordre Ie canon sur lequel on les 
attache [ ... ] Ma plume se lasse d' ecrire ces horreurs; mes yeux sont fatigues de 
les voir, et mes oreilles de les entendre. (p. 120) 

In the ensuing "Re£lexions sur l' esclavage," he proceeded to challenge 
both the economic and political and philosophical rationales behind 
the institutions of slavery (see figure 2). 'Je ne sais pas si Ie cafe et Ie 
sucre sont necessaires au bonheur de l'Europe, maisje sais bien que 
ces deux vegetaux ont fait Ie malheur de deux parties du monde," he 
argued, adding that there was no reason why the work of slaves could 
not be done by whites: "11 est, dit-on, de notre interet de cultiver les 
denrees qui nous sont devenues necessaires plutot que de les acheter 
a nos voisins. Mais puis que les charpentiers, les couvreurs, les mac;ons 
et les autres ouvriers europeens travaillent ici en plein soleil, pourquoi 
n'y a-t-on pas des laboureurs blancs" (p. 121)! 

Bernardin even went so far in the Voyage as to argue against not only 
the abuses of slavery, but also the institution itself: 

On dit que Ie Code noir est fait en leur faveur. Soit : mais la durete des maitres 
excede les punitions permises, et leur avarice soustrait la nourriture, Ie repos et 
les recompenses qui sont dus. Si ces malheureux voulaient se plaindre, it qui se 
plaindraient-ils? leursjuges sont souvent leurs premiers tyrans. 

Mais on ne peut contenir, dit-on, que par une grande severite ce peuple 
d'esc!aves: il faut des supplices, des colliers de fer it trois crochets, des fouets, des 
blocs ou on les attache par Ie pied, des chaines qui les prennent par Ie cou; il 
faut les traiter comme des betes, afin que les Blancs puissent vivre comme des 
hommes [ ... ] Ah ! je sais bien que quand on a une fois pose un principe tres 
injuste, on n'en tire que des consequences tres inhumaines. (p. 121) 
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Figure 2. "Ce qui sert 11 vos plaisirs est mouille de nos Iarmes." Engraving by Moreau Ie Jeune. 
Bernardin de Saint-Pierre, Voyagl1 a l'Isle deFmnce (Amsterdam; Paris: Merlin, 1773). Reproduced 
by permission of the Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University. 
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This left, of course, only one possible justification for the institution 
of slavery: the laws of war. Only then, Bernardin consented, was 
enslavement legally justifiable. No war could, however, justify the 
massive enslavement of Africans: "Des politiques ont excuse I' esclavage 
en disant que la guerre Ie justifiait. Mais les Noirs ne nous la font point. 
Je conviens que les lois humaines les permettent: au moins devrait-on 
se renfermer dans les bornes qu'elles prescrivent" (p. 122). He then 
added that he regretted that philosophers had devoted so little energy 
to fighting the enslavement of blacks. 

These denunciations are not altogether absent from Paul et Virginie. 
One could perhaps argue that the annihilation of the petite societe is a 
logical correlate of Bernardin's belief that a fundamentally inhumane 
and unjust institution cannot yield a favourable outcome. No matter 
how well intended or humane, the petite societe is a slave economy. 
However, Bernardin's earlier indictment of the institution and practice 
of slavery is undermined by the system of forced similarities upon 
which the structure of Paul et Viwnierests, and which negates the basic 
truth of slavery by turning slaves into faithful servants and noirs man-ons 
into porters. By stealing their agency and rebellion from fugitive slaves, 
whom the Voyage had repeatedly portrayed as posing a tangible and 
constant physical threat, and creating a fictive world in which slaves 
and owners feel the same way, Bernardin weakened his earlier critique 
of slavery. This phenomenon was more than matched by the reception 
of the novel, which was characterized by the swift suppression of 
Bernardin's profoundly pessimistic vision. Theatrical adaptations, for 
example, as a number of critics have documented, promptly gave Paul 
et Virginie a happy ending.37 

More unexpectedly perhaps, Bernardin himself took on an active 
role in the reception of his own work, as evidenced by the paratextual 
apparatus of the definitive edition of Paul et Virginie, published in 1806 
under the direct supervision of the author (only the forty-first French 
edition of the work since its initial publication in 1788). Nothing here 
suggests that empires are mortal, no matter what the vieillard has to 
say on the matter in a long monologue to Paul: "Est-ce donc Ie 
malheur de Virginie, sa fin, son etat present, que vous deplorez? Elle 

37 Hoffmann, pp. 91-92, 115; Maury, p. 567. Also see Cook, "La reception de Paul et Virginie 
dans la presse contemporaine," Jaumalisme et fICtion au 18e sieck, ed. Cook and AnnieJourdan 
(New York: Peter Lang, 1999), pp. 189-95, and Hinrich Hudde, Bernardin de Saint-Pierre, Paul 
et Virginie: Studien zum Roman und seiner Wirkung (Munich: Wilhelm Fink, 1975), pp. 121-52, 
242-50. 
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a subi Ie sort reserve ala naissance, ala beaute, et aux empires memes" 
(p. 191). On the contrary, the 1806 edition unequivocally incorporates 
the Napoleonic project. The frontispiece sets the tone (see figure 3). 
Bernardin de Saint-Pierre's portrait, executed by the same artist (he 
tells us in the preamble) who had done a large and popular portrait 
of the emperor, dwarfs a small representation of the world. 
Additionally, the lengthy preamble overwhelms the critique built into 
the fate of the petite societe and negates the empire's side effects. 
Bernardin suddenly idealizes M. de la Bourdonnais as a model 
colonizer, "vainqueur de Madras [ ... J fondateur de la colonie de l'ile 
de France" (p. 54), and praises his excellent administration, down to 
the inescapably Roman construction of aqueducts, on behalf of a 
"colonie reconnaissante" (p. 55), which the governor had dominated 
as surely as Bernardin de Saint-Pierre would later control his own tale. 
The author's "I," for instance, almost intrusive once the preamble is 
included, now incorporates the two first-person narrators of the story 
within the story. Bernardin further delays the reader's access to the 
tale by including in the new preamble a brief universal history that 
combines a protracted repetition of his pet theory on the movement 
of oceans with a review of the endless wars that have opposed the 
English and the French. His history of the world leads him to proclaim 
that "les Muses du nord, de l'occident; et surtout les fran<;aises [ ... J ont 
brise en Amerique les fers des noirs enfants de I'Mrique" (p. 72). He 
neglects to mention Napoleon's decision to crush the Saint-Domingue 
revolution and reinstate slavery. 

This critical atrophy is further reflected in the engravings, which 
merely reproduce that which the novel at least questions and thereby 
palliate the tensions built into the narrative. The first plate, entitled 
"Enfance de Paul et de Virginie," focuses on Mme de la Tour (see 
figure 4). She is seated next to Marguerite, who is shorter, off to the 
left, and further back. Both women have their children on their laps 
and face the viewer. By contrast, Marie has her back to the viewer and 
is confined to the lower and shadowy right-hand corner. Domingue 
is sowing in the background. This illustration filters out the pastoral's 
deliberate emphasis on similarities among the four adults: one can 
immediately tell Marguerite from Mme de la Tour and neither dresses 
like Marie. A sharply delineated division of labour now obtains. 

In the third illustration, which depicts M. de la Bourdonnais bringing 
money for Virginie's passage to France, the iconography reinforces the 
separation between Europeans and "Non-Europeans" (see figure 5). 
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Figure 3. Jacques-Henri Bernardin de Saint-Pierre. Engraving by Ribault after a drawing by Lafitte. 
©Royal Library of Belgium, Brussels; reproduced by permission. Jacques-Henri Bernardin de 
Saint-Pierre, Paul et Virginie (Paris: P. Didot raine, 1806), frontispiece (FS1X 322 C). 

18

Eighteenth-Century Fiction, Vol. 16, Iss. 4 [2004], Art. 11

http://digitalcommons.mcmaster.ca/ecf/vol16/iss4/11



GOLD AND BLACK CLOCK 689 

Figure 4. "Enfance de Paul et Virginie." Engraving by Dussault and Bourgeois de la Richardiere 
after a drawing by Lafitte. ©Royal Library of Belgium, Brussels; reproduced by permission. 
Jacques-Henri Bernardin de Saint-Pierre, Paul et Virginie (Paris: P. Didot l'aine, 1806), plate 1 
(FSIX 322 C). 
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Figure 5."Arrivee de M. de la Bourdonnais." Engraving by Mecou after a drawing by Gerard. 
©Royal Library of Belgium, Brussels; reproduced by permission. Jacques-Henri Bernardin de 
Saint-Pierre, Paul et Virginie (Paris: P. Didot i'aine, 1806), plate 3 (FS1X 322 C). 
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M. de la Bourdonnais and Mme de la Tour are in the foreground. The 
governor's expression is difficult to qualify- his stare is either blank 
or sad-and he seems to be looking past his interlocutress, Mme de 
la Tour, who has her back to the viewer. Different reactions are 
ascribed to the six figures in the background: Domingue, Marie, and, 
presumably, "un des noirs [de M. de la Bourdonnais]," to the left of 
the illustration and Paul,Virginie, and Marguerite to the right. The 
three slaves look wide-eyed at the pile of money, while the three 
Europeans look at it apprehensively, that is, knowingly. The novel itself 
does not authorize this dichotomy. 

These and other elements of the paratextual apparatus of the 1806 
edition of Paul et Virginie tend to paper over the critical ambivalence 
built into the fate of the petite societe. Thomire's exquisite gilding and 
ciselures and the perfect patina of his bronze figures playa similar role. 
Both productions gloss over slavery. The two black figures evoke 
mythical noble savages, not the fearful and threatening runaway slaves 
described in the Voyage a tile deFrance. Other iconographic decisions 
are equally revealing. As in most illustrations of the novel, the large 
guard dog is now a small house pet. Moreover, neither Paul nor 
Virginie's feet are swollen. In truth, they do not seem to have a care 
in the world, which alerts the viewer to how the iconography of the 
clock actually merges the forest episode with an earlier one. The scarf 
crowning Paul and Virginie evokes the' made-for-Greuze childhood 
episode in which Virginie had lifted the back of her petticoat to shelter 
them from the rain (p. 100).38 

Unlike the 1806 preamble and the many clocks that celebrated 
Napoleon's campaigns, Thomire's clock makes no direct reference to 
his patron. Except for the presence of Roman numerals, whose 
generalized use during the Directoire and Empire graphically linked 
the Napoleonic and Roman empires, the iconography of Thomire's 
Paul et Virginie is not particularly imperial. The clock neither 
commemorates a military victory nor is inspired by Roman mythology 
or history. Nevertheless, idealizing once again a primitive bon sauvage 
instead of celebrating or even referring to le noir marron was, in 1802, 

38 The extent to which Thomire relied primarily on the novel or on iconographic sources does 
not concern me here. Suffice it to say that his depictions of the dog and of the scarf held 
over the young lovers' heads are not unique. On the other hand, the more detailed 
description of the discovery of Paul and Virginie by four noirs maTrons that can found on the 
pedestal suggests that Thomire, who was widely read, may have been directly familiar with 
the novel. (Niclausse gives a selected list of some of the volumes in Thomire's library, p. 34.) 
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a decision that partook of the same ideo-logic that had put the use of 
the word Noir (as opposed to Negre) on hold after the Saint-Domingue 
rebellion of 1791 and had stymied opposition to Napoleon's 
reinstatement of slavery.39 As U~on-Franc;:ois Hoffmann has reminded 
us, the stories which circulated after the Saint-Domingue massacres 
were responsible for the disappearance of black characters from 
French plays and the success of an unabashedly racist literature in the 
early nineteenth century.40 By depriving fugitive slaves of their 
rebellion, Paul et Virginie effectively silenced what had been an 
important literary topos since the 1730sY Thomire went a step further 
and deprived them of their marronnage. In view of the role that clocks 
have played in the construction of European economy and culture, 
implicitly acknowledged in their ban from the petite societe-"Paul et 
Virginie n'avaient ni horloges, ni almanachs, ni livres de chronologie, 
d'histoire, et de philosophie" (p. 125)-it is difficult not to appreciate 
the delicate irony behind Thomire's impressive reconfiguration of 
some of the issues raised by Bernardin's immensely successful tale and 
its reception. 

The different stages in the evolution of Paul et Virginie considered 
in this article conspired to render Bernardin's views on slavery ever 
more opaque. In the Voyage a lile deFrance, even though his argument 
may not have been as systematic and unequivocal as one might wish, 
he vividly recounted some of the atrocities he had witnessed and did 
argue against the institution of slavery as a matter of principle, which 
is more than can be said of most of the philosophes. Paul et Virginie, 
initially conceived as a possible addition to the Voyage, is more 
problematic. The trouble lies only in part with the pastoral's strategy 
of systematic role reversal inasmuch as this tactic can also be 
interpreted as inherently polemical. More importantly, while the 
destruction of the petite societe suggests a judicious rejection of the 

39 See Serge Daget, "Les Mots esclave, negre, Noir et lesjugements de valeur sur la traite 
negriere dans la litterature abolitionniste franc;aise de 1770 a 1845," Revue franr;aise d'Histoire 
d'Outre-Mer221 (1973),511-48. More generally, the novel and its reception echo Simone 
Delesalle and Lucette Valensi's conclusions regarding the changing fortunes of the word 
Negre in Ancien Regime dictionaries, including the Encyclopedic: "Ie jeu consiste a eviter a 
tout prix la phrase de base: 'Ies Negres sont des peuples et les Negres sont des hommes, et 
les Europeens en font des esclaves.'" "Le mot 'Negre' dans les dictionnaires franc;ais de 
l'Ancien Regime: histoire etlexicographie," LanlfUefranr;aise 15 (1972),101. 

40 Hoffmann, pp. 115-16. 
41 Michele Duchet, Anthropologie et histoire au siecle des Lumieres: Buffon, Voltaire, Rnusseau, 

Helvetius, Diderot (Paris: Flammarion, 1977), p. 121. 
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primivitist "ideal" and an uncommon understanding of the facts of 
slavery and colonization and of their potential impact, not only on 
their victims, but also, and this was even rarer, on their perpetrators, 
it also invites resignation rather than opposition to a colonial model. 
Hence the novel's openness to a Napoleonic reinterpretation or 
"gilding," not only by adaptors and illustrators but by Bernardin 
himself, as evidenced in the paratext of the 1806 edition.42 

Critics have long recognized that the iconography of Paul et Virginie 
has played a crucial role in our understanding of the phenomenal 
success of Bernardin's work. Jean-Marie Goulemot, for example, has 
correctly emphasized the "debordement du litteraire" so characteristic 
of the reception of the novel. 43 Consequently, as David has observed, 

l'iconographie s'est parfois substituee au livre: dans l'imaginaire de ceux qui 
n'ont pas Iu Paul et Virginieflottent des images qui se sont construites a partir de 
morceaux choisis du roman de Bernardin de Saint-Pierre, de representations 
iconographiques traditionnelles et d'idees toutes faites sur Ie sens de I'ceuvre et 
Ia phiIosophie du XVIIIe siecIe: rousseauisme, exotisme, voyage.44 

This phenomenon is not limited, however, to those who have never 
read Paul et Virginie. Indeed, what is particularly remarkable about the 
1806 edition is Bernardin's own susceptibility to and participation in 
this phenomenon. The last edition supervised by the author can be 
said to have at least two sets of hypo-texts (and icons): an internal set 
that includes, as one would expect, his own earlier Voyage a lile de 
France as well as the narrative already present in the 1788/89 editions 
of Paul et Virginie, but also, less predictably, a second, "external" set 
made up of, among other things, the theatrical happy endings and 
iconographic embellishments that characterized the reception of the 
novel, and of which Thomire's glorious rendering is such a perfect 
example. 

By adopting a Napoleonic posture in the 1806 preamble and 
illustrations, Bernardin did more than bring his novel up to date. He 
reframed a work with roots deep in anti-slavery discourse in such a way 

42 Bernardin de Saint-Pierre, Empsaiil et Zarai"de au les blanes esclaves des noirs dMaroc, ed. Roger 
Litde (Exeter: University of Exeter Press, 1995) is further proof of his sensitivity to changes 
in the political climate. Only in this play, completed in the early years of the French 
Revolution, did the writer denounce slavery without equivocating. 

43 Jean-Marie Goulemot, "L'Histoire litteraire en question: l'exemple de Paulet Virginie," Etudes 
sur ''Paulet Virginie, "po 214. 

44 David, p. 248. 
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as to distract the reader from the traces of anti-slavery critique that 
could still be found in the narrative. The added paratextual layers 
allowed him to weaken the critique built into the tale, a publication 
history that is consistent with the decline of the abolitionist movement 
in France in the late eighteenth century and its demise at the hands 
of Napoleon.45 From a literary historical point of view, one of the more 
noteworthy features of this phenomenon is the extent to which 
Bernardin could draw on the reception of his own tale as well as on 
a rapidly changing horizon of political and ideological expectations 
in order to turn Paul et Virginie into a work meant to bolster the 
imperial vision of Napoleonic France.46 

Yale University 

45 For a detailed history of the arguments and tactics used by French colonists from the 
Mascarene Islands, who opposed the decree abolishing slavery voted in 1794, see Claude 
Wanquet, La France et la premiere abolition de l'esclavage, 1794-1802: le cas des colonies orientales 
fle de France (Maurice) et La REunion (Paris: Karthala, 1998). 

46 The research for this article was aided immeasurably by the staff members at various libraries, 
including the Royal Library of Belgium, the Bibliotheque des Arts Decoratifs, the 
Bibliotheque Nationale de France, the Reed College library, and the Sterling Memorial 
Library and Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library at Yale University. In particular, 
I would like to thank Madeleine de Terris, Departement des Estampes et de la Photographie 
at the Bibliotheque Nationale de France, for information she supplied regarding the 
iconography of Paul et Virginie. I am extremely grateful to Franc;ois Duesberg, who kindly 
welcomed me to the decorative arts museum that bears his name not long after it had opened 
and generously plied me with references and photographs.Janette Lefrancq of the Musees 
Royaux d'Art et d 'Histoire in Brussels, Belgium, also gave me valuable information regarding 
the iconography of black and gold clocks. Finally, I would like to acknowledge the financial 
support of a travel grant from Reed College. 
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