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O pin ions are divided on the generic character of Bernardin de
Saint-Pierre's Paul et Virginie. From the author himself, who

calls it a "pastorale" without explaining why and then compares it
to Homeric epics, to Jean Fabre, who sees it as an approximation of
pastoral, to Jean-Michel Racault, who finds its Utopian pretensions
lacking, to Lieve Spaas, who sees in Bernardin's fictional Mauritius
a paradise at odds with its native sexuality, critical views abound and
readings multiply but provide very few definite answers.' What sort
of pastoral is it, after all, where slaves are bought and sold and chaste
heroines drown? For my purposes, I should like to draw on past in
terpretations to read Bernardin as a moralist and Paul et Virginie as an
exemplary tale, offering a quasi-religious orientation and something
like a moral prescription for a better world." In doing so I am follow
ing the example of Malcolm Cook, who has made a persuasive case
for a religious reading of Paul et Virginie, but here I would like to sug-

1 Jean Fabre, "Paul et Virginie, pastorale," Lumieres et romantisme. Energie et nostalgie de Rousseau
Ii Mickiewicz, nouvelle ed, (Paris: Klinksieck, 1980), pp. 225-57; Jean-Michel Racault, "Paul
et Virginie et l'utopie: de la 'petite societe' au mythe collectif," Studies on Voltaire and the
Eighteenth Century 242 (1986),419-72; Lieve Spaas, "Paul et Virginie: The Shipwreck of an
Idyll," Eighteenth-Century Fiction 13 (2001),315-24.

2 On the many lessons contained in Paul et Virginie, see Bernard Bray, "Paul et Virginie, un
texte variable it usages didactiques divers," Revue tl'histoire liueraire de la France 89 (1989),
856-78.
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gest that the religion in question is more pagan, almost pre-Socratic,
than Christian, and idolizes the land rather than Christ."

While not exactly a TOman athese, Paul et Virginie nevertheless dis
plays at least some of the salient features of exemplary narrative
described by Susan Suleiman: the presence of a dualistic system of
values, the (implied) presence of a rule of action addressed to the
reader, and finally the support of a doctrinal intertext.4 In Paul et Vir
ginie, the dualism is found in the Manichean opposition between
land and sea at work in the novel: as I shall demonstrate, the land
is good in Bernardin's system and the sea evil. The lesson addressed
to the reader is one about the virtues of not leaving one's home
land. The third criterion listed by Suleiman is harder to discern in
Paul et Virginie, since the doctrines at work in her study tend to be
well-established ones such as Christianity, socialism, and capitalism.
Nevertheless, the case can be made that Paul et Virginie is suppor
ted by-indeed illustrates-Bernardin's doctrine of the adoration of
nature as laid out in the Etudes de la nature, of which Paul et Virginie
was originally a part.

Thus, for Bernardin as for many others (especially Rousseau, his
mentor), fiction provides a far more useful critical and didactic tool
than an overt analysis of actual human society, especially in its cor
ruptlate eighteenth-century French guise. Bernardin's many voyages
and copious work suggest the possibility that he is driven by the
search for a perfect society, or at least one better than France. Like
the pastoral poets whom he frequently quotes, he is concerned with
the place in the world of human beings, the possibility of their hap
piness, and the location of this happiness. In this essay, I examine the
answers to these questions mainly through Paul et Virginie, the Voyage
a l'lle deFrance, and Etudes de La nature, but Bernardin's concern with
ideal locations may be found throughout his other writings, such as
his description ofArcadia (in L'Arcadie) and even the brief Voyage en
Silesie, where one of the characters reminds the others of the fact that
the etymology of Silesia is linked to the Elysian Fields. In any case,
a cursory glance at his works reveals Bernardin's taste for idyllic set
tings. On further inspection, what becomes clear is the diametric

3 Malcolm Cook, "Paul et Virginie: A TOman poetique," Australian Journal oJ French Studies 24
(1987),245-52.

4 Susan Rubin Suleiman, Authoritarian Fictions: The IdeologicalNovel as a Literary Genre (1983;
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993), P: 56.
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opposition between land and sea, between terrestrial and maritime
geographies. This opposition relates to his search for a perfect loca
tion and corresponds to the moral dualism mentioned above. There
is, in other words, a geography of good and evil in Bernardin's idiom.
In both the Voyage and Paul et Virginie, the preoccupation with the is
land of Mauritius as a natural Utopia is counterbalanced by a very
real anxiety about the watery element surrounding it and the in
fluence of that element on the island's inhabitants. The sea marks
the limits of Paul and Virginie's terrestrial paradise." It is my con
tention that virtue in Paul et Virginie consists of being rooted, both
literally and figuratively: the virtue of the protagonists ofBernardin 's
pastoral derives from their status as creatures of the earth. The sea
marks the end of virtue, and every moment of contact with the sea
introduces ambiguity, doubt, and (in Virginie's case) death, where
hitherto there had only been certainty and innocent pastoral bliss."
It would seem, then, that Bernardin's ideal society must needs be far
from the sea.

Bernardin's anti-maritime invective is worth quoting at length. As
is well known, Bernardin had occasion to observe the association
between maritime life and what he considers vicious behaviour at
first hand during his trip to Mauritius. The letters from this voyage
stress the association between the sea and cupidity, or more gener
ally between inaritime activity and capitalist exploitation, as opposed
to agricultural self-sufficiency. Indeed, the mere sight of the sea de
presses Bernardin; for him it is everywhere and nowhere: "II n'y a
guere de vue plus triste que celIe de la pleine mer. On s'impatiente
d'etre toujours au centre d'un cercle dont on n'atteintjamais la cir-

5 See Malcolm Cook, "Harmony and Discord in Paul et Virginie," Eighteenth-Century Fiction 3
(1991),205-16.

6 There are other examples of such opposition in Bernardin's other works. Consider Empsaiil
et Zoraide, a play intended as a vehicle for Bernardin's abolitionist views. The play opens
with two European slaves, Januario, a Neapolitan horseman, and Williams, a Dutch pilot,
arguing about who has suffered more. Inevitably, this suffering is associated less with their
captivity than with their professions: Januario claims that "il n'y a point d'etat plus mal
heureux que celui d'un ecuyer dans I'esclavage"; and Williams retorts: "Le votre [etat]
est moins a plaindre que Ie mien .... II n'y rien de plus malheureux que Ie sort d'un pi
lote." Empsael et Zorai'de, OU, les blancs esclaves des noirs a Maroc, ed. Roger Little (Exeter:
University of Exeter Press, 1995), pp. 15-16. This comparison between the relative mer
its of horse training and seafaring is hardly what one would expect to be uppermost in the
minds of recently enslaved men.
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conference."? The trouble with the sea is that, to borrow Gertrude
Stein's phrase, there is no there there, no intuitive point of reference
that would allow the voyager to orient himself. Hence the inevitable
sense of alienation on board: Bernardin feels like a stranger at sea;
he is "un homme sur un element etranger dont aucun des habitants
n'a de relation avec lui" (Voyage, 31) The sea exercises a nefarious
influence on those who are routinely exposed to it, namely sailors.
Bernardin describes them as lazy, lying brutes with no respect for the
law of any land. For him, they are basically savages, largely as a res
ult of the social alienation and detachment from the land that the
sea induces. Sailors are always out of place: "Un homme de mer se re
garde comme un etranger a terre et surtout dans sa propre maison"
(Voyage, 23). They are rude: "La promptitude qu'exige la manoeuvre
les rend grossiers dans leurs expressions. Comme ils vivent loin de la
terre, ils se regardent comme independants: ils parlent des princes,
des lois et de la religion, avec une liberte egale aleur ignorance" (Voy
age, 22). They are unreliable and emotionally unstable: "L'habitude
de faire sans cesse de nouvelles connaissances les rend inconstants
dans leurs societes et dans leurs gouts: sur mer ils desirent la terre, a
terre ils regrettent la mer.... La mer aigrit naturellement l'humeur.
La plus legere contestation y degenere en querelle" (Voyage, 23).
Bernardin concludes his diatribe with a curious comparison:

Vous conclurez de tout ceci qu'un vaisseau est un lieu de dissension; qu'un

couvent et une lie, qui sont des cspcces de vaisseaux, doivent etre remplis de

discorde; et que 1'intention de la nature, qui d'ailleurs s'explique si ouverte

ment, est que la terre soit peuplee de families, et non de societes et de

confrerics. (Voyage, 23)

In other words, all that is social (familial) is natural and good, while
all that is merely fraternal is not. The sort of social grouping that ob
tains on ships and islands-these vessels in the middle of the sea-is
not natural, and much of this unnatural character has to do with
the sea. The sea dissolves terrestrial attachments of the sort that
makes Paul and Virginie so virtuous. When trouble comes to their
terrestrial paradise, it comes from overseas.

Bernardin's comparison between islands and ships is not uninter
esting, for his description of the mores of the French colonists on

7 Bernardin de Saint-Pierre, Voyage tlChe de France, in fie de France: Voyage el controuerses, Col
lection Mater (La Pelouse, Trou d'Eau Douce, Mauritius: Alma, 1996), p. 26. References
are to this edition.
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Mauritius follows the same principles: these are the people that the
sea brought to the island. Like the sailors, they are not especially
virtuous: Mauritius is, for all intents and purposes, a trash heap of
French society, held together by discord and hatred:

La discorde regne dans toutes les classes, et a banni de cette lie l'amour de la

societe, qui semble devoir regner parmi des Francais exiles au milieu des mers,

aux extrernites du monde. Tous sont mecontents, tous voudraient faire fortune

et s'en aller bien vite. A les entendre, chacun s'en va I'annee prochaine. II y en

a qui depuis trente ans tiennent ce langage. (Vayage, 80)

Of all the people who come to the island, though, the sailors seem
to be the most destructive, morally speaking:

Les marins sont fort consideres des habitants, parce qu'ils en ont besoin. Leurs

murmures, leurs allees et venues perpetuelles, donnent a cette lie quelque

chose des mceurs d'une auberge.

De tant d'hommes de differents etats resulte un peuple de differentes na

tions qui se haissent tres-cordialcmcnt. On n'y estime que la faussete, (Vayage,

81)

Family life on the islands is morally loose. There are few marriages,
largely owing to the widespread practices of concubinage and slave
rape: "II y a tres peu de gens maries a la ville. Ceux qui ne sont pas
riches s'excusent sur la mediocrite de leur fortune: les autre veu
lent, disent-ils, s'etablir en France; mais la facilite de trouver des
concubines parmi les negresses en est la veritable raison" (Voyage,
82). Bernardin also applauds the virtues of the (white) women of
Port-Louis who have to deal with an atmosphere hardly conducive
to family life; they are "plus vertueuses que les hommes qui ne les
negligent que trop souvent pour des esclaves noires.... Elles ont a
combattre la chaleur du climat, quelquefois I'indifference de leurs
maris et souvent l'ardeur et la prodigalite des jeunes marins" (Voy
age, 82-83). Once again, these patterns are blamed on those who
came to the island from the sea: "La faute en est a nous, qui avons
porte des moeurs francaises sous le ciel de l'Afrique" (Voyage, 83).

The account of the mores of the colonists is followed by a descrip
tion of the black population, and the utterly savage nature of the
French colonists-sailors and non-sailors alike-is further elabor
ated. The mere act of detailing the horrors of slavery depresses Bern
ardin, who envies the ability of his (French) readers to seek solace
in the countryside from the horrors of the city, while he is hemmed
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in, trapped by the dismal expanse of the sea: "le bruit sourd des flots
qui se brisent sur les recifs, cette vaste mer qui s'etend au loin vers
des regions inconnues aux hommes, tout me jette dans la tristesse, et
ne porte dans mon arne que des idees d'exil et d'abandon" (Voyage,
88). Once again, the land relieves what the sea cannot.

The stated aim of all this is to indict the slave trade, as well as the
mad European drive to "faire fortune" on the islands. But the Voyage
ends on a very domestic note. In his last letter, Bernardin says that
his voyage has taught him that there is no place like home, the place
where he is rooted:

Je prefererais, de toutes les campagnes, celie de man pays; non pas parce
qu'elle est belle, mais parce que j'y ai ete eleve, II est dans Ie lieu natal un
attrait cache.je ne sais quai d'attendrissant, qu'aucune fortune ne saurait don

ner et qu'aucun pays ne peut rendre. OU sont ces jeux du premier age, ces jours
si pleins, sans prevoyance et sans amertume? La prise d'un oiseau me comblait
dejoie. Quej'avais de plaisir acaresser une perdrix, arecevoir ses coups de bee,
asentir dans mes mains palpiter son coeur et frissonner ses plumes! Heureux
qui revoit les lieux au tout fut aime, au tout parut aimable, et la prairie au il
courut, et Ie verger qu'il ravagea! Plus heureux qui ne vous ajamais quitte, toit
paternel, asile saintl''

The patriotic tone also appears at the start of the Vo-yage, where Bern
ardin explains his aims as follows: 'je croirai avoir rendu service a
rna patrie, si j'empeche un seul honnete homme d'en sortir, et sije
peux Ie determiner ay cultiver un arpent de plus dans quelque lande
abandonnee" (Voyage, 12). In a moment reminiscent of Candide but
in a far less cynical voice, the lesson of this peripatetic moralist is that
people should stay put and cultivate the land around their home.

Since Paul et Virginie was originally appended to the Etudes de
la nature and described as an application of the laws of nature as
Bernardin saw them, it would perhaps be appropriate to gauge
Bernardin's view of the sea as presented in the Etudes before in
terpreting Paul et Virginie. Bernardin's study of nature unfolds in
the spaces between natural theology and natural history, biblical
cosmogony and modern geology, enlightened reason and mystical
reaction, scientific discourse and the vindication of divine Provid
ence. His oceanography in particular seems to rely more on biblical

8 Bernardin de Saint-Pierre, CEuvres completes, ed. Louis Aime Martin, 12 vols (Paris: Mequignon
Marvis, 1818),2:102-3. References to this edition appear as OC. This citation is taken from
the (Euures completes rather than the 1996 edition of the Voyage, as the latter contains only
the letters written on Mauritius (letters 1-18).
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exegesis and a firm knowledge of the classics than on empirical re
search. The latter is present to a certain extent in his Etudes de la
nature, but nearly every observation in that text is subordinated to
and used to confirm some aspect of the Bible. In this respect, he
resembles those early (pre-seventeenth-century) cosmogonists de
scribed by Roy Porter, whose weapons were

philological and exegetical depending on the canons of interpreting Biblical,

Patristic and Classical texts.... Problems and solutions sprang from scholarly

inquiry into the written word rather than an examination of the Earth itself:

"Mineralists look exactly into the twenty eighth ofJob."g

Bernardin lives up to this stereotype by quoting at great length from
the book ofJob in his fourth Etude, where he describes the theory of
maritime currents ofwhich he was especially proud.'? Alain Corbin's
seminal history of maritime exploration describes how, in this world
view, the ocean is less a neutral physical phenomenon than a fright
ening creature with its own dangerous moods and habits, a constant
reminder of humanity's fallen state and a chronic threat to society
and civilization. I I

So it is with Bernardin, whose oceanography and fiction are both
informed by this orientation. Several aspects of Bernardin's oceano
graphy demand our attention. First, his vehemently anti-Newtonian
bent, as evinced by his refusal to believe that any aspect of phys
ical geography could possibly be the accidental result of attrition,
erosion, or gravity. This is all the more curious as the Etudes were
written during the age when Newtonian mechanics were systemat
ically applied to problems of geodesy and celestial mechanics.P In

9 T. Browne, Works, ed. G. Keynes (London, 1928-31),5:4. Quoted in Roy Porter, The Mak
ing oj Geology: Earth Science in Britain, 1660-1815 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1977), p. 11.

10 ac, 3:196-98. Bernardin recaps this theory, along with his other favourite, the theory of
extraterrestrial life, in the preamble to the 1806 edition of Paul et Virginie. He informs us
that his theories are especially popular in England: "Ma Theorie des mers y a un grand
nombre de partisans" (pp, 68-71, 81-88, 32).

11 Alain Corbin, Le Territoire du vide. L'occident et le desir du rivage (1750-1840) (Paris: Aub
ier, 1988), pp. 11-140. This study is excellent, but it is difficult to agree with Corbin's
assessment that Bernardin "a theorise la superiorite de la plage sur la montagne" (p. 45).

12 The details ofthis routinization of Newtonian mechanics and the earliest systematic applic
ations of the calculus to astronomy are beyond the scope of this essay. A thorough account
is found in Charles Coulston Gillispie, Robert Fox, and Ivor Grattan-Guinness, Pierre-Simon
Laplace, 1749-1827: A Life in Exact Science (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997).
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fact, his opposition to Newton is evident nearly everywhere chezBern
ardin, who sees in classical mechanics a real moral threat to society,
as he writes in the preamble to the 1806 edition of Paul et Virginie:
'Je ne sais si l'attraction passera un jour sur la terre, comme dans
les cieux, pour la loi unique qui en a forme taus les etres. Mais que
deviendront alors les lois morales qui doivent regir les hommes?"13
Bernardin's theory describes how the melting of the polar ice cap
forms the oceans, almost as if the sea were a vast, extended river
arising from the snow melting on a mountain top. Mountains, in
turn, become terrestrial breasts in Bernardin's idiom:

II Y beaucoup de montagnes dont les sommets sont arrondis en forme de

mamelles, et qui en portent les noms dans toutes les langues. Ce sont en ef

fet de veri tables mamelles; car ce sont d'elles que decoulent beaucoup de

rivieres et de ruisseaux qui repandent l'abondance sur la terre. Elles sont les

sources des principaux fleuves qui l'arrosent, et e1les fournissent constamment

aleurs eaux en attirant sans cesse les nuages autour du piton de rocher qui les

surmonte aleur centre comme un mamelon. (PV; 106)

In other words, Bernardin's oceanography treats the entire planet
as part of a pastoral setting-a mountain in the background, say
and then proceeds to construct his theory within this terrestrial,
land-bound paradigm. Once formed, the ocean constantly threatens
to flood and becomes something from which the land must be pro
tected at all costs, as the following description of coastal reefs and
mountain ranges suggests: "C'est pour le maintien de ces conven
ances [bays, river deltas] que le nature a fortifie taus les rivages de
longs banes de sables, de rescifs, cl'enormes rochers et d'iles, qui
en sont places a des distances convenables pour proteger contre les
fureurs de I'Ocean" (DC, 3:151). Indeed, Bernardin is immensely
grateful to Providence for what he describes as an invisible screen
between the land and the sea: "C'est principalementsur le rivage de
I'Ocean qu'est placee cette borne invisible que l'auteur de la nature
a prescrite ases flats" (DC, 3:154-55).

Similar barriers between the land and the sea are found in Paul
et Virginie. Indeed, in this novel, the barriers seem to be both phys
ical and metaphysical, all following a fairly straightforward division
between a peaceful earth and a tumultuous ocean. In the Preambule,

13 Bernardin de Saint-Pierre, Paul et Virginie, ed.Jean Delabroy (Paris: Presses Pocket, 1991),
pp. 87-88. References to this edition appear as Pv.

\
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he describes an epic geological battle that the ocean seems destined
to lose: "Chaque siecle diminue l'empire de l'Ocean tempetueux,
et accroit celui de la terre paisible" (PV; 70). So much so, in fact,
that the English Channel will disappear one day: "Apres de nom
breuses ternpetes le detroit qui separe l'Angleterre de la France
se changera en guerets. Apres d'interminables guerres, les Anglais
et les Francais verront leurs interets reunis comme leur territoire"
(PV; 71). In this beatific vision we detect part of what Bernardin
hates about the ocean, namely the fact that it separates people.
Only that which brings people and populations together can be
called good. 14 Similarly, the description of Virginie 's death features
an inversion of the binary opposition between maternal mountains
and vicious seas: "une montagne d'eau d'une effroyable grandeur
s'engouffra entre l'ile d'Ambre et la cote, et s'avanca en rugissant
vers le vaisseau, qu'elle menacait de ses flancs noirs et de ses som
mets ecumants" (PV; 182). The mountain of water becomes a mon
strous living creature that mimics the "Trois-Mamelles" on the island,
bringing death and destruction instead of nursing life like its ter
restrial counterparts.

Consider the three mottoes that the old man inscribes near Paul
and Virginie's haunts, quoted here together with Bernardin's some
what inaccurate translations:

1. "Fratres Helenae, lucida sidera, / ventorumque regat pater, / obstrictis

aliis praeter Iapyga;" [uQue les frercs d'Helene, astres charmants comme vous,

et que Ie perc des vents vous dirigent, et ne fassent souffler que Ie zephyr."]
2.uFortunatus et ille deos qui novit agrestes [sic.];" [UHeureux, mon fils, de

ne connaitre que les divinites champetresl"]
3.uAt secura quies, et nescia fall ere vita." [ulei est une bonne conscience, et

une vie qui ne sait pas tramper."] (PV; 115-16)

I would like to show that neither the choice nor the rendition
of these selections is entirely accidental, and that the ensemble is
intimately linked to Bernardin's terrestrial ethics.

The second and third mottoes are taken from a lengthy section
in Virgil's Georgics that sings the praises of the farmer's life." Bern
ardin's translation of the last quotation comes closest to the original,

14 The Preambule bears this out by proceeding to describe all of humanity rallying around its
mothers (PV; 73-76).

15 Virgil, Eclogues. Georgics. Aeneid 1-6, trans. H. Rushton Fairclough and G.P. Goold, revised
edition, Loeb Classical Library, vol. 63 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1999),2.458
542. References are to this edition. Abbreviations of classical sources are from the third
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where Virgil argues that iffarmers do not have conventional material
treasures, they do at least enjoy sleep without anxiety and a life free
of deceit, among other things (G 2.467). Still, Bernardin translates
"at secura quies" as "ici est une bonne conscience," rather than "but
a quiet resting place." The slippage from physical environment ("se
cura quies") to metaphysical quality ("une bonne conscience") im
plies that somehow the spirit of the place will inspire its inhabitants
(in this case Mme de la Tour), inciting them to greater good. The
identification of the good life with the earth returns in the second
quotation (this verse comes after the third quotation in the Georgies):
"Fortunatus et ille deos qui novit agrestis" (G 2.493). The implica
tion is that Paul's intimate knowledge of these rural settings is what
makes him happy and fortunate. It bears pointing out, however, that
the verse says, "happy, too, is he who knows the gods of the field,"
rather than, as Bernardin has it, happy is he who only knows the gods
of the field" ("Heureux, mon fils, de ne connaitre que les divinites
champetres"). This variation, though minor, is especially significant
in so far as it suggests another category of deities in opposition to
the rural or terrestrial, namely, the aquatic or maritime.

Nevertheless, both verses-indeed, the last one hundred or so
verses of the second Georgie-are intuitively obvious choices for the
situation described in Paul et Virginie. In both cases, native piety, pas
toral bliss, and agricultural self-sufficiency abound. The first motto,
however, seems not to belong to this category. Taken from Horace's
send-off ode (propemptieon) on the occasion ofVirgil's departure for
Greece, the verses invoke the Dioscuri and the aerial gods to beg
them for safe passage for the voyager," This is a rather odd choice
for an inscription on Paul and Virginie's tent mast, a choice made
stranger still by the fact that it has nothing to do with farming or
the pleasures of the terrestrial life. Horace's poem does, however,
have much to do with the sea, and proceeds after the invocation
to dwell on the dangers of maritime travel. Horace describes the
sea in terms that Bernardin would appreciate: he calls the sea fierce
("trux"), stormy ("turbidum"), full of swimming monsters ("mon
stra natantia") and "separating" ("dissociabilis"). The last epithet

edition of the Oxford Classical Dictionary, and, unless otherwise noted, the translations are
mine.

16 Horace, The Odes and Epodes, trans. C.E. Bennett, revised edition, Loeb Classical Library,
vol. 181 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1982), Carm., 1.3.2-4. References are to
this edition.

\
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underlines the utter incompatibility of marine life and human so
ciety (Carm., 1.3.11, 19, 18, 22). Roads and lands bring people to
gether, while oceans ands seas keep them apart. For Horace, people
were simply not meant to travel by sea; sailing was a violation of the
laws of nature. These are all topoi associated with the propempticon

genreP The last four strophes of the ode deal with the hubris of
mankind, always rushing into forbidden endeavours, driven on by
ambition and greed. Interestingly enough, these are the same pas
sions that propel the seafarers in Bernardin de Saint-Pierre's world,
driven by their greed to travel in an insane medium, as may be seen
in the scene where Virginie sings "le bonheur de la vie champetre, et
les malheurs des gens de mer que l'avarice pousse anaviguer sur un
element furieux, plutot que de cultiver la terre, qui donne paisible
ment tant de biens" (PV; 122). Together with the two extracts from
Virgil, therefore, the quotation from Horace acts as a reminder of
the natural superiority of the terrestrial over the maritime."

Strangely enough, Bernardin does not explicitly mention the one
locus that comes to mind as we read Paul et Virginie, all the more so
since it comes from a source to which Virgil's Georgics are heavily in
debted, and since it is a source to which Bernardin returns in the
tenth Etude de la nature. The second book of De rerum natura opens
with a scene that is actually staged in the novel: "Suave, mari magno
turbantibus aequora ventis, / E terra magnum alterius spectare
laborem." [It is sweet to calmly watch as someone else labours against
a stormy sea] .19 Lucretius explains that the pleasure procured by this
troubling spectacle is due to its cathartic effect: like a tragedy, the
view of a drowning man or woman leaves the spectator happy that he
has not suffered such a dreadful fate. On a more figurative level, the
tempest stands for the passions that trouble the individual. Lucre-

17 R.G.M. Nisbet and Margaret Hubbard, A Commentary on Horace, Odes Book I, 1968 (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1989), pp. 40- 58.

18 There is also a certain irony associated with the fact that Virginie's death in the shipwreck
represents the exact opposite of the wish expressed in Horace's Ode.Janine Baudry hints
at this role of the inscriptions in "Un aspect mauricien de l'ceuvre de Bernardin de Saint
Pierre: La flore locale," Revue d'histoire liueraire de la France 89 (1989),782-90.

19 Lucretius, De rerum natura, trans. W.H.D. Rouse and Martin Ferguson Smith, revised edi
tion, Loeb Classical Library, vol. 181 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1982), 2.1-2.
References are to this edition.
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\

Francois Aime Louis Demoulin (1753-1836), Collection de cent-cinquante gravures
representant et formant une suite non interrompue des "Voyages et auentures surprenantes
de Robinson Crusoe" (Vevey: Loertscher et fils [1818]), plate 15. Reproduced by per
mission of McMaster University Library:
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tius thus teaches the lesson that a staid, calm existence is far better
than an excited, passionate one."

Paul et Virginie offers the reader several mises en scene of Lucre
tius. We are told that Paul would sometimes sit under the tree that
bore the old man's second inscription, "pour regarder au loin la mer
agitee" (PV; 115). This scene is not innocent: not only does it illus
trate the hopes expressed by the old man's inscription ("Fortunatus
et ille deos qui novit agrestes"), but it also represents the oppositions
ofland and sea, calm and trouble, virtue and vice. As he watches the
sea, Paul does more than enjoy his stoic tranquillity: he sees the char
acter of the dangerous passions against which the old man warns
him. The scene also prefigures the scene of Virginie's death at the
end of the novel, where the agitated sea claims her life. Another al
lusion to Lucretius comes in the description of family picnics by the
sea, which they undertake in order to feel good about their ethically
superior (read: landbound, rooted) position and to pity those who
are on (or in) the water. These are modelled on another passage
in De rerum natura that follows shortly after the one quoted above,
where Lucretius describes the highest pleasure as going for a pic
nic with good friends on the bank of the river (2.24-33). The tastes
of Bernardin's characters are decidedly melodramatic: the old man
says that "Les sites les plus terribles nous procuraient souvent les
plaisirs les plus tranquilles" (PV; 122).2\ All of this is prefigured by
the following passage from the tenth Etude de la nature:

Lucrcce a eu raison de dire que notre plaisir et notre securite augmentent sur

Ie rivage a la vue d\me tempete. Ainsi, un peintre qui voudrait renforcer dans

20 A good literary history of the shipwreck topos, as well as an explicit link between Lucretius
and Paul el Virginie, is found in Michel Delon, "Naufrages vus de loin: les developpements
narratifs d'un theme lucretien," Rioista di Letlerature moderne e compamle41 (1988),91-120.
It bears pointing out that the rest of De rerum natura is not without its relevance to Paul el
Virginie. One might mention two passages where Lucretius expounds at great length the
theory of the earth as the source of all life in the universe, from the first plants to his own
day. Cf. 2.589-660 and, in much greater detail, 5.772-1457.

21 Michel Delon has analysed the melancholy character of these pleasures: "Le bonheur
negatif selon Bernardin de Saint-Pierre," Revue d'histoire liueraire de la France 89 (1989),
791-801. It should also be noted that the opening of the second book of De rerum natura
exercised extensive influence on eighteenth-eentury aesthetics via the Reflexions critiques
sur la poisie et sur la peinture (1719) of Du Bos. See David Marshall's extensive analysis of
this work: The Surprising l!.Jfecls of Sympalhy: Marioaux, Diderot, Rousseau and Mmy Shelley
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988), pp. 9-44. It is not clear to what extent Bern
ardin was influenced by Du Bos's ideas, but the importance of the spectacle of SUffering
for the writers and painters of the eighteenth century suggests a possible affinity.
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un tableau, I'agrement d'un paysage et Ie bonheur de ses habitants, naurait

qu'a representor au loin un vaisseau battu par les vents et par une mer irritee;

Ie bonheur des bergers y redoublerait par Ie malheur des matelots. (DC 4:21 0)

The protagonists of Paul et Virginie have a strong relationship to
the land and to the fruits of the earth. These terrestrial attachments
of the protagonists are inscribed onomastically, spatially, and them
atically in the novel." Unlike the sea, which offers no points of ref
erence, the island provides references both spatial and temporal, as
Paul and Virginie find out when they get lost after returning the hap
less runaway slave to her master. The local house of worship is the
Church of the Grapefruit (Pamplemousses). Paul is named after St
Paul the Hermit, who sought refuge in the desert from his perse
cutors. His name and character are thus emblematic of a place at
the farthest and driest possible remove from the sea and its vicious
horrors. When a site is chosen for the huts, Mme de la Tour instinct
ively seeks out a place in the mountains "pour s'y retirer comme
dans un nid" (PV; 92)-so as to be better tucked away, as it were,
not only from society, but from the coast of Mauritius, since that is
where most of the inhabitants live. Indeed, the chosen site operates
like an island within the island; the closest equivalent to Bernardin's
rural escapes that Mauritius can offer. Paul's activities with Domin
gue are strictly agricultural, not marine in any way. Virginie measures
her age-indeed, her life-and Paul's in terms of the trees that sur
round them: "les periodes de leurs vies se reglaient sur celles de la
nature" (PV; 127). In times of trouble, the solidarity of the protag
onists sees them compared to "les plantes faibles qui s'entrelacent
ensemble pour resister aux ouragans" (PV; 120) .23 When Virginie
goes to Paris, she writes to Paul and recommends that he plant cer
tain flowers that would, in effect, represent their relationship to one
another. What makes Paul and Virginie what they are is their almost
plant-like nature. They are utterly indifferent to anything that goes
beyond their immediate surroundings. As the narrator points out,
"ils croyaient que Ie monde finissait ou finissait leur ile" (PV; 99),
and where the island. ends, the sea begins.

22 On the spaces and toponymy of Paul et Virginie, see Jean-Michel Racault, "Systeme de la
toponymie et organisation de l'espace romanesque dans Paul et Virginie," Studies on Voltaire
and the Eighteenth Century 242 (1986), 377-418.

23 On the botanical symbolism in Paul et Virginie, see Baudry, 782-90.
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Inevitably, the sea represents trouble, and lots of it. When Paul
is offered the prospect of overseas trading out of Mauritius, he re
jects the idea out of hand, in part because of his natural attachment
to his home but also, we may assume, because of his discomfort
with what the sea represents: contact with corrupt European soci
ety and the sort of commercial success that undermines people's
virtue. When Virginie's wealthy aunt invites her to complete her edu
cation in France, Paul sees the voyage as something that will pervert
Virginie beyond recognition. Her death in the shipwreck off the ile
d'Arnbre is ascribed to the fact that she prefers drowning to the vi
cious prospect of taking her clothes off and swimming to safety with
the sailor who offers to save her life. The sea is thus associated with
those things that have no place on the earthly paradise of Mauritius:
greed, corruption, and sexuality. The moral note sounded by Vir
ginie's death should also be underlined here: whereas the sea is, in
Bernardin's idiom, the monstrous entity that strove to strip Virginie
of her clothing and modesty, her drowning constitutes a physical but
not a metaphysical death. She yields her body to the undertow, but
not her morals. Hers may be, as Thomas Carlyle derisively put it, a
"death by etiquette," but it is not a death of etiquette.v Her death
marks a tragic moment, but the way in which she dies preserves her
exemplary character: she is so virtuous that, once she is sea borne,
she has to die.

From this perspective, Paul et Virginie reads less like a hymn of
praise to unspoiled exotic lands and more like a text written to com
municate a didactic message about the virtues of staying put and
not leaving one's native soil." Although Bernardin cannot be called
an unequivocal opponent of colonialism, the oppositions at work in
Paul et Virginie between land and sea, agriculture and trade, staying
put and going away, contain and inflect all the very real problems of
eighteenth-century colonial expansion. The characters of Paul and
Virginie systematically reverse the vices of colonial life that Bern
ardin details in the Voyage: qua creatures of the earth and autoch
thonous natives of the island, they are naturally virtuous (unlike
the naturally vicious creatures of the sea, who inhabit the cities and

24 Thomas Carlyle, The Hench Revolution: A History, ed. K.J. Fielding and David Sorensen,
Oxford World's Classics (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 1989),1:63.

25 This message is not univocal, however; as it runs parallel to the critique of French social
life implicit in Paul et Virginie. Cf. Malcolm Cook, Fictional France:Social Reality in the French
Novel, 1775-1800 (Providence, RI and Oxford: Berg, 1993), pp. 67-75.
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coastal towns of Mauritius) , and their biggest mistake seems to have
been acquiescing to Virginie's departure across the water and over
the sea. Moreover, the use of maritime imagery to connote material
desire and the drive to "faire fortune" implies a very real critique of
capitalist practice in its eighteenth-century avatar as an activity based
on hypocrisy, pretence, and slave labour. It is perhaps no accident
that this text that set in motion all of the rhetorical claims about at
tachment to the land ofFrance proved so popular during the French
Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars, events that depended on such
emotional attachments for their success.

And so, to answer the moralist's questions about where people
should live and where a perfect society is to be found, the answer, of
course, is "nowhere" (U-topia), but this nowhere is to be construc
ted through a systematic negation and reversal of the attributes of a
place that really exists, as Bernardin does with Mauritius. Moreover,
such a place should be on land, on the earth, and not on or near
the sea. Indeed, the best of all possible worlds would seem to be one
where the troubles of dealing with the ocean are inconceivable be
cause it is a landlocked world, a world full of virtue, a world without
(salt) water.

New York University
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