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Introduction
Disenchantment and Re-enchantment:
Rhetorical Tension in the Siecle des Lumieres

Little by little, science has stretched its tentacles into more and more corners
formerly occupied by religion and myth. It has removed the persuasion that there
is something beyond what is offered by the evidence of our senses; it has
uprooted the conviction that things are what they are, and where they are, for a
reason; it has eradicated mystery, order, and purpose = and in their place, it has
put nothing at all, simply leaving a gaping void.'
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Figure 1: Bonaventure Louis-Prévost and Charles-Nicholas Cochin, frontispiece (detail), in

Diderot and dfAlembert{s Encyclopédie, 1772, engraving, Bibliothéque nationale de France.

FigXred in the frontispiece to Diderot and dfAlembertfs Encyclopédie, TrXth is
staged betZeen the opposite actions of Reason and Imagination. Reason first strips off

the Yeil from TrXth, and then Imagination re-adorns and croZns her. FigXral and

! Joshua Landy and Michael T. Saler, The Re-Enchantment of the World: Secular
Magic in a Rational Age (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2009) 102+103.



discXrsiYe elements intermingle to point to meanings be\ond Zhat langXage in its literal
fXnction alone can e[press.?> The reading sXbjectiYit\ fashioned b\ the te[t challenges
epistemological positions throXgh the resolXtion of rhetorical tensions Yia figXral
thinking.> Comple[ oppositions sXch as TrXth and Imagination aboXnd in the Zriting of
the French eighteenth centXr\, notabl\ betZeen pairs sXch as s\stem and sentiment,
intellect and affect, or philosoph\ and politics, to name bXt a feZ. The dialogXe betZeen
opposing binaries opens a space for conceiYing of a trXth someZhere betZeen the poles.
And concern for establishing the trXth is a hallmark of the Enlightenment, or the siécle
des Lumieres as it Zas referred to in eighteenth-centXr\ France. DXring an era Zhen old
trXths Zere constantI\ being challenged b\ neZ discoYeries, the Xtilit\ of knoZledge to
control and master the ph\sical Zorld led man\ to attempt to separate savoir from its
sXpernatXral foXndations in diYine aXthorit\, sXperstition, and m\thical tales. HoZeYer,
the search for reliable natXral trXths did not end Zith Reason stripping the Yeil =
Imagination has a role to pla\ in order to make trXth palatable.

| argXe that Ze can read man\ Zorks of the siecle des Lumiéres in a neZ light
Zhen Ze attend to the strXctXring role of tension betZeen binar\ opposites foXnd in man\
of these Zorks. Rather than resolYing into a dialectic s\nthesis (some of A, bXt some of

B also), these Zorks create a comple[ interpretation throXgh the sXbject{s e[ perience of

2 For more on figural thinking, see Norman Bryson, Word and Image. French
Painting of the Ancien Régime (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press,
1981); and Jean-Frangois Lyotard, Discourse, Figure, trans. Mary Lydon and Antony
Hudek, Cultural Critique Books (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2011).

3 On the concept of subjectivity created by the text, see Roland Barthes, Le plaisir
du texte, Points. Littérature 135 (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1983).



the space berween the opposites (not A nor B, bXt something Xnderstood to lie betZeen).
| fXrther sXggest that these Zorks also initiate their readers into neZ ways of thinking Yia
these strXctXres. As Diderot claimed for the Encyclopédie (1751-1772), the\ might jXst
3change the common manner of thinking.”# This attempt at transformation commences
Zith discarding metaph\sical e[planations in faYor of empirical materialist e[planations.
HoZeYer, the process does not end there, for bereft of a strXctXring axis mundi proYided
b\ the former epistemological frameZork, Zhere does one find conte[t and meaning?
Reflecting on this gXestion at the tXrn of the tZentieth centXr\, German
sociologist Ma[ Weber decried the loss of meaning and organi]ing strXctXre in the
modern Zorld; 3The fate of oXr times is characteri]ed b\ rationali]ation and
intellectXali]ation and, aboYe all, b\ the udisenchantment of the Zorld{ [die Entzauberung
der Welt].”® Later critics ZoXId pick Xp on Weber{s concept and Xse the term
3disenchantment” to describe more generall\ the processes at Zork to remoYe the
transcendental from the modern episteme. The concept of disenchantment has been
elaborated most recentl\ in the Zork of JoshXa Land\, Michael Saler, and Dan Edelstein,

Zhose stXdies Ze Zill discXss in greater detail in the folloZing chapters.®

* In French, 3changer la faoon commXne de penser.” See Diderot(s article
3Enc\cloppdie” for an elaboration of the method and aims of the Encyclopédie. Denis
Diderot and Jean le Rond dfAlembert, Encyclopédie, ou Dictionnaire raisonné des
sciences, des arts et des métiers, par une sociéte de gens de lettres, 28 vols. (Paris and
Neufchatel: Briasson, 1751-1772), 5:642.

3> Ma[ Weberfs lectXre 3Wissenschaft als BerXft™ Zas giYen at MXnich UniYersit\,
Germany, in 1918, later published in Gesammlte Aufsaetze zur Wissenschaftslehre
(Tubingen: Duncker & Humblodt, 1922). See also Damion Searls{ nXanced fresh
translation in Max Weber, Charisma and Disenchantment: The Vocation Lectures, ed.
Paul Reitter and Chad Wellmon, trans. Damion Searls (New York: New York Review
Books, 2020).

¢ Dan Edelstein, ed., The Super-Enlightenment: Daring to Know Too Much



To define this pair of oppositional concepts, Ze can state that disenchantment
refers to the process of stripping aZa\ referentialit\ to transcendent or sXpernatXral
schemas in description and e[planation of the material Zorld. Re-enchantment refers to a
coxXnter-process Zhereb\ knoZledge that has been udisenchanted{ is imbXed Zith neZ
conte[t Yia processes that rel\ on a sort of secXlar enchantment sXch as the poetic poZer
of figXratiYe langXage. Where disenchantment shears aZa\ the old aXthorities Xpon
Zhich knoZledge Zas groXnded, re-enchantment attempts to hXmani]e, conte[tXali]e,
and organi]e knoZledge in Za\s that do not depend on faith or the metaph\sical.

| argXe that one mode of this epistemological critigXe is performed in eighteenth-
centXr\ te[ts throXgh an elicited e[perience of figXral thinking. Generall\, figXral and
literal are held in strict opposition, hoZeYer oXr Xnderstanding of this concept ma\ be
prodXctiYel\ complicated b\ one reading of Jean-Franoois L\otard. L\otard sXggests a
co-presence of the figXral and discXrsiYe.” For L\otard, one is not the opposite of the
other, bXt the\ are different s\stems of representation. HoZeYer, each regXires the other
in order for representation to occXr. The\ are ine[tricabl\ linked and heterogenoXs. The
figXral is that Zhich cannot be literall\ signified and comes from the image, Zhich itself
refers to something in the material Zorld. The figXral is YisXal at its essence, thXs
inYolYes the affect Zhile discoXrse is the domain of the intellect. Together the\ Xnite
affect and the intellect. For L\otard, discoXrse gestXres toZard the figXral, creating its

meaning again each time in the present of the moment of interpretation.

(Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 2010) and Landy and Saler, The Re-enchantment of the
World.

7 Lyotard, Discourse, Figure.



This strXctXring concept of discoXrse and figXre can be made eYen more
prodXctiYe for Xs b\ considering Norman Br\son{s added dimension of interpretiYe trXth.
In Br\sonfs anal\sis, the discXrsiYe and the figXral e[ist on a sort of continXXm along
Zhich can be plotted the degree of persXasiYeness of the utrXth{ of the image.® Br\son
argXes that the more discXrsiYe elements of an image engage more directl\ in narratiYe to
be interpreted as intentional e[pression of the artist to conYe\ a point. This is regarded
Zith some degree of skepticism b\ the YieZing sXbject according to Br\son. HoZeYer,
the elements of image that are less lingXisticall\ commXnicatiYe are said to be figXratiYe,
and thXs treated as less contriYed and interpreted as more likel\ utrXefin some sense b\
the YieZer. Br\sonfs continXXm from discXrsiYe to figXral conYe\s a priYileged statXs on
the figXral since it is not interpreted b\ the intellectXall\ skeptical tools of langXage. The
figXral is a trXth sXggested rather than one that is e[plicitI\ narrated. This model
contribXtes tZo important YalXes for m\ stXd\. The first is the mapping of a
YieZer/readerfs more accepting interpretation to the figXral side of the spectrXm, and the
second is similar to L\otardfs argXment that this seen/e[perienced kind of sign lies
be\ond the scope of literal discoXrse to e[press it.

For m\ stXd\, the figXral is necessar\ to inYoke a kind of thinking oXtside the
realm of literal langXage, something that can be Xnderstood bXt not directl\ e[pressed.
This figXral thinking is inYoked both throXgh the Zritten and the YisXal. In oXr te[ts, the
YisXal takes man\ forms; it is engraYed image, it is data tables, it is the ph\sical

manifestation of te[t and printer{s ornament on the page, and it is the

8 See Chapter 1 3DiscoXrse, figXre” in Br\son, Word and Image.



emotional/sentimental/moral e[ perience created throXgh the poetics of paired
incompatible rhetorical modes. The te[t creates its 0Zn sXbject Zho performs an
interpretiYe moYe to comprehend the figXral pointed to b\ the heterogenoXs discoXrses
and between the discoXrses.

The figXral signifié¢ created b\ the opposition betZeen disenchantment and re-
enchantment constitXtes the heart of this dissertation.® One sign of hoZ crXciall\ rich this
opposition is for oXr Xnderstanding of seYeral Enlightenment te[ts (those Ze focXs on
here, and others) is seen in the nXmber of other oppositions it generates. Man\ of the
binar\ opposites at Zork in the te[ts of the siecle des Lumieres reYeal strXctXres of and
disrXptions in epistemolog\ Zhen e[amined throXgh this lens of disenchantment and re-
enchantment. Some of the important eighteenth-centXr\ oppositions that this
enchantment frameZork sXggests and complicates inclXde reason and imagination,
s\stem and sentiment, intellect and affect, description and narration, libert\ and
constraint, critigXe and creation, or eYen histor\ and philosoph\. B\ an e[amination of
sXch tensions, Ze Zill shoZ hoZ the approach elaborated in this dissertation can be
applied to render legible the potential for epistemic disrXption in te[ts.

What | am sXggesting is that this rhetorical tension is an eighteenth-centXr\

literar\ deYice. Perhaps Ze shoXId call it the poetics of enchantment. This jX[taposition

? T am referring here to the concept of semiotics as conceptualized by Ferdinand
de SaXssXre Zherein langXage is made Xp of 3signs” that consist of a d\ad signifiant
(signifier + the 3Zord") and signifi¢ (that which is signified + the 3meaning”), and each
side of the pair participates in its own network of associations both accidental and
designed. Importantly, this highlights a realm of meaning that exists only through the act
of interpretation and is subject to change as a dominant episteme changes. See Ferdinand
de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, ed. Perry Meisel and Haun Saussy, trans.
Wade Baskin (New York: Columbia University Press, 2011).



of not jXst terms bXt modes of e[pression, or eYen modes of thinking that are at odds Zith
each other fXnctions to break fi[ed conceptions and re-create an epistemic sXbject
position groXnded in empirical trXth and embellished Zith hXmanit\

ThroXghoXt this stXd\ Ze Zill e[plore hoZ different aXthors soXght to contest and
establish knoZledge. In the mid-eighteenth centXr\, BXffon and DaXbenton Zrite the
Histoire naturelle in @ manner to change hoZ the collectiYe knoZledge of the material
Zorld is recorded. The\ reject the compilation of preYioXsI\ collected knoZledge of the
natXral Zorld (an approach Zhich Zas accepted as a Yiable model b\ other contemporar\
natXral historians sXch as LoXis Liger or Nosl-Antoine PlXche). Instead, BXffon and
DaXbenton insist on knoZledge based not on erXdition, bXt rather on indiYidXal
e[ perience.

In this the\ are part of a cXltXral histor\ of e[perimentation in the Za\s to Zrite
aboXt knowing. Alread\ in 1637 in the Discours de la méthode, Descartes sets doZn in
Zriting his sXre and certain method of ingXir\ into not jXst knoZledge, bXt the poetics of
knoZing = the langXage and figXres XsefXI for representing knoZledge and the Za\ one
knoZs the Zorld. Descartes diYides e[perience into tZo spheres, the internal realm of
thoXght and the e[ternal realm of sensor\ obserYation. The claim 3l think therefore | am”
sets the stage for the tension betZeen the sensor\ (or figXral) and the discXrsiYe.!®
Descartes prioriti]es discXrsiYe self-aZareness as the least fallible form of knoZledge,

Zhile sensor\ impression he deems sXsceptible to tricker\ or inaccXrac\.

19 The expression sometimes referred to as 3the cogito” was first written in
French, 3Je pense, donc je suis” and is foXnd in the first paragraph of Part IV in René
Descartes, Discours de la méthode (1637), ed. Maurice Dorolle (Paris: Librairie
Larousse, 1934).



English philosopher John Locke set aside Descartes{ mistrXst of perception and
his argXment for representation of knoZledge throXgh langXagefs tools of Zords and
categories to focXs instead on the role of figXral thinking in creating oXr knoZledge. In
this passage from Book 2 of Lockefs Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1689),
Ze see Lockefs epistemological model of hXman cognition.

Let Xs sXppose the Mind to be, as Ze sa\, Zhite Paper, Yoid of all
Characters, ZithoXt an\ /deas; HoZ comes it to be fXrnished? When
comes it b\ that Yast store, Zhich the bXs\ and boXndless Fanc\ of Man
has painted on it, Zith an almost endless Yariet\? Whence has it all the
materials of Reason and KnoZledge? To this | ansZer, in one Zord, From
Experience: In that, all oXr KnoZledge is foXnded; and from that it
Xltimatel\ deriYes it self. OXr ObserYation emplo\{d either aboXt external,
sensible Objects; or about the internal Operations of our Minds, perceived
and reflected on by our selves, is that, which supplies our Understandings
with all the materials of thinking. These tZo are the FoXntains of
KnoZledge, from Zhence all the Ideas Ze haYe, or can natXrall\ haYe, do
spring.!!

Locke represents the mind as a metaphorical space of representation, that is to
sa\, as paper Xpon Zhich Zill be printed and painted characters and ideas. This paper is
not represented Zith limits; it is not a book or pamphlet. Its form is left to the
imagination, bXt the paper is said to hold a 3Yast store” in 3almost endless Yariet\” Zhich
is printed and painted on the paper b\ the 3bXs\ and boXndless Fanc\ of Man.” The clean
planar sXrface of the paper accepts the marks that are 3Yast,” 3almost endless,” in
gXantit\ and posed b\ an actiYit\ that is 3boXndless.” The\ are not random marks, bXt are

meant to store, represent, and present for later retrieYal signs that are intelligible again.

There is a back and forth betZeen thinking, perception, and storage. Lockefs

1 John Locke and P. H Nidditch, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1979), Book 2, Chapter 1, Section 2.



epistemological analog\ emplo\s a metaphor of paper Zhich both describes intellection
and creates representational models of it that the mind can emplo\ to fXrther its 0Zn
contemplation of reason and knoZledge. FigXratiYe Zriting that creates cognitiYe models
of hXman intellection is an important concept that Ze Zill reYisit Zithin this dissertation.

Locke treats thoXght as a representational model, Zith processes and material
sXpport referring to the figXre of the printed page and all the associations linked to it.
The particXlar sXbstrate he chooses for mental process is that of paper, giYing the page,
and, b\ e[tension the book, a primar\ place in this model. If the mind can be thoXght of
as operations on paper, coXld not perhaps operations on paper imitate or amplif\ the
operations of the mind? Locke does not pXrsXe this path of ingXir\ in his essa\, bXt the
eighteenth-centXr\ natXral historian BXffon echoes that representational model in his
introdXctor\ discoXrse to the Histoire naturelle. BXffon(s te[t highlights the mindfs
operations on the mental material, Zith a Yariet\ of poZerfXI ph\sical manipXlations
e[erted on the obserYations stored in the mind. These representational models serYed to
critigXe and reinYent epistemological norms, as Ze shall see in Chapter 1.

With Descartes, the Pandorafs bo[ of skepticism and gXestioning had been
opened, and the folloZing 3Age of Enlightenment” ZoXId not see it shXt. The ne[t
generations ZoXIld groZ Xp in a France that Zas constantI\ confronted Zith traYel
accoXnts of neZ lands, peoples, plants, animals, goods and practices broXght b\ the

e[panding eighteenth-centXr\ maritime traYel of empire, commerce, and discoYer\.!? If a

12TZo e[cellent stXdies on the reception of Descartes are Erica Harth{s Cartesian
Women.: Versions and Subversions of Rational Discourse in the Old Regime (Ithaca, N.Y.

: Cornell University Press, 1992), and Aram Vartanian, Diderot and Descartes: A Study
of Scientific Naturalism in the Enlightenment (Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press,
9



methodical approach coXld offer the promise of firm footing for knoZledge, this
opportXnit\ Zas not lost on the philosophes and savants of the eighteenth centXr\. A
critical preoccXpation Zith finding the basis for knoZing Xnderlies the ke\ knoZledge
projects of the French Enlightenment. An empirical rational Xnderstanding of this
profXsion of neZ specimens from the NeZ World made a difference in being able to
capitali]Je on mercantile and militar\ Xndertakings.

The Zriters and thinkers Zho Xndertook to assemble, organi]e, and indeed
prodXce knoZledge of the neZ in relation to the e[isting engaged in this self-reflection on
hoZ knoZledge coXld be certain and the best Za\ to represent it. Eighteenth-centXr\
knoZledge Zorkers soXght to shear aZa\ the Xncertain transcendental throXgh organi]ing
schemes, or to 3trim the tree of knoZledge” as Robert Darnton pXts it.!* If preYioXs
Zritings on a specimen of natXre had inclXded sXpernatXral, diYine, m\stical, or
m\thological references (from the natXral diYinit\ and m\ths in Plin\ the Elder{s Natural
History to the Biblical ontolog\ groXnding Antoine-Nosl PIXchefs Spectacle de la
Nature) those ZoXld noZ be set aside as belonging to the other, Xntestable side of the
bod\-mind diYide. These Zriters ZoXId pdisenchant{ their obserYations to rel\ onI\ on
Zhat coXId be seen, heard, felt, and gXalified throXgh e[periment. Far from remoYing all
gXestion aboXt the absolXte trXth of these obserYations, the\ admitted room for the
s\stematic ingXir\ into these resXlts and obserYations to improYe them in a s\stematic

and repeatable Za\. This shifted the space of gXestioning to the ph\sical, tangible Zorld

1953).

13 Robert Darnton 3Philosophers Trim the Tree of KnoZledge” in The Great Cat
Massacre and Other Episodes in French Cultural History (New York: Basic Books,
1984, revised 2009).

10



and left metaph\sical gXestions aside for others, thXs for all pXrposes gXietI\
disgXalif\ing them.

Problematic for the eighteenth-centXr\ savants, discarding all metaph\sical
gXestions also sheared aZa\ some of the sXpports for knoZledge. HXman beings rel\ on
organi]ing strXctXres to makes sense of information. We obserYe or create relations
betZeen Zhat Ze alread\ knoZ and neZ knoZledge.'* These cognitiYe strXctXres inde[
the Zide breadth of the total hXman e[perience of the Zorld aroXnd Xs, incIXding the
transcendental, the diYine, the sXblime, and the beaXtifXl. Completel\ discarding these
transcendental aspects leaYes a Yoid in the strXctXres into Zhich neZ knoZledge ma\ be
assimilated. It is m\ argXment that eighteenth-centXr\ knoZledge Zriters, sXch as the
axthors of the Histoire naturelle, the Etudes de la nature, and the Histoire des deux Indes
attended to this potential Yoid in a particXlar manner. | posit that the\ prodXced
knoZledge b\ creating a poetics of epistemological disrXption as the\ soXght to fill the
Yoid b\ re-conte[tXali]ing knoZledge Zhile the\ Zere instrXmentali]ing it.

The research in this stXd\ has particXlar YalXe toda\ becaXse eighteenth-centXr\
te[ts and thinking are once again at the center of crXcial conYersations as modern
democracies confront challenges to their foXnding principles. Toda\ the challenges of
popXlarism, nationalism, illiberal polic\, irrationalit\, and the e[perience of liYing in a
3post-trXth™ cXItXre strain the social fabric of man\ nations aroXnd the Zorld. Western
democracies re-e[amine the principles Zithin their foXnding docXments like

constitXtions, declarations of rights, and original laZs to recall into clarit\ the YalXes and

14 David Paul Ausubel, The Acquisition and Retention of Knowledge: A Cognitive
View (Dordrecht: Springer, 2011).
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ideals Xpon Zhich the nation is said to haYe been bXilt. As Zith the United States and
France, man\ of these docXments Zere Zritten in the eighteenth centXr\ in the midst of
great change and national self-definition. National conYersations call into gXestion long-
held assXmptions aboXt libert\, citi]enship, the scope and role of goYernment, the
strXctXres that regXlate the distribXtion of Zealth and poZer, the concepts of egXalit\ and
hXmanit\, and the d\namic betZeen religion and intellectXal freedom. These concerns
also defined social and intellectXal life in the eighteenth centXr\ as Zell.

Understanding the meaning of the eighteenth-centXr\ docXments Zherein man\ of
these principles Zere elaborated regXires Xs to Xnderstand the le[icon of the era, the
intellectXal and philosophical conte[t in Zhich these te[ts Zere Zritten, and the Za\s in
Zhich the Yer\ manner of thinking in the premodern Western Zorld differs from a
modern episteme. Rather than solel\ focXs on political te[ts, this stXd\ seeks to elaborate
a method applicable to an\ eighteenth-centXr\ te[t Zhere a particXlar form of Zhat Ze
might call yepisto-poeticsf is obserYed.

What m\ research brings is an aZareness of the three-dimensional natXre of
French Enlightenment Zriting. One ma\ think of Enlightenment in Yer\ basic terms as
both a mXIti-Yalent cXItXral project and an era characteri]ed b\ the critigXe of traditional
aXthorit\ and ZorldYieZ that Zas based on religioXs or transcendent beliefs. We begin
this dissertation anal\]ing te[ts that e[plicitl\ inYolYe knoZledge Zork Zhere Ze Zill see
efforts to displace the reliance on sXpernatXral e[ planations and phenomena in faYor of
rel\ing on e[planations of the cosmos draZn e[clXsiYel\ from empirical eYidence. These
Zorks sXrprisingl\ contain a rhetorical mode that seeks to create a secXlarl\ transcendent
perspectiYe on the conte[t for this knoZledge Zhile at the same time containing a

12



rhetorical mode to emphasi]e eYidence and discredit transcendent bases for knoZledge.
This opposition creates a prodXctiYe tension. The different rhetorical modes gestXre at a
radicall\ different Xnderstanding of the Zorld, not simpl\ a reYised and Xpdated store of
information aboXt the Zorld Zhich fits neatl\ into pre-e[isting frameZorks. The
presented knoZledge is paired Zith a Za\ to perceiYe it, Xnderstand it, and giYe shape to
a different Za\ of comprehending. This Za\ of comprehending is not giYen e[plicitl\
bXt is gestXred to. It is presented as an experience of the te[t, oXtside of Zhat literal
langXage can e[ press. Therefore, one mXst read betZeen the lines. The knoZledge mXst
be read, interpreted and e[ perienced as I\ing someZhere betZeen the poles of opposition
and neYer completel\ e[pressed b\ either. The Xnderstanding of the Zorld offered b\ the
interpretiYe trajector\ of the te[ts in this stXd\ is something that mXst be created in the
mental process of representation to self. It mXst be instantiated b\ cognitiYe
interpretation to be assembled and framed in the mind of the reading sXbject.

Be\ond the application to te[ts that are e[plicitl\ knoZledge projects, Ze can
obserYe this same d\namic in te[ts oXtside of Zhat a modern reader ZoXld consider
3scientific.” M\ research points to Za\s in Zhich the same rhetorical tension of
Enlightenment is obserYed in narratiYe fiction as Zell. The effort to Zrite a better fXtXre
for hXmankind did not stop Zith natXral histor\ or enc\clopedias. The eYolYing shape of
narratiYe fiction in the eighteenth centXr\ = from traYel accoXnts to noYels and contes
philosophiques = also shoZs the signs of epistemic shift throXgh rhetorical tension.
Work on the noYel has broXght to oXr attention the Za\s that e[ perimentation Zith long-

form fiction broXght changes to the t\pe of sXbjectiYit\ created b\ te[ts as Zell as
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probing the relationship betZeen trXth and illXsion.'> With this cXrrent stXd\, | Zish to
shift the approach aZa\ from an epistemolog\ of long-form fiction genres toZard episto-
poetics, or hoZ langXage is being re-thoXght and the limits of cognition are being

e[ perimented.

For an e[ample of epistemic disrXption engendered b\ rhetorical tension in the
noYel, Ze can consider the passages in RoXsseaXfs La Nouvelle Hploise Zhere the garden
and groXnds are transformed b\ JXlie. In her landscape renoYation, Zhat Zas agréable is
replaced b\ its opposite = that Zhich is utile, and the floZerbed becomes a kitchen
garden. Parallel to this botanical transformation, the reader is inYited on a similar
renoYation of affect Yia the character of St. PreX[ Zho Yisits these locations and finds his
passions tamed and re-channeled toZard bXilding commXnit\. This dissertation is an
e[ploration of hoZ Ze ma\ find frXitfXl aYenXes of interpretation for the Zriting of the
French siecle des Lumieres throXgh the rhetorical d\namics of paired disenchantment and
re-enchantment.

In the chapters of this project, Ze Zill e[amine seYeral case stXdies to e[plore the
binar\ oppositions that animate forms of epistemological change Zithin the te[ts. A
poZerfXI tool emplo\ed in each of the Zorks in oXr stXd\ (and one of the criteria for their
inclXsion in this stXd\) is the Xse of illXstrations to complete the te[t. In each case,

engraYed illXstrations Zork in tandem Zith the printed te[t, strongl\ inYoking the YisXal-

15 See for example Michael McKeon, The Origins of the English Novel, 1600-
1740, 15th anniversary ed. (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002); and
Vivienne Mylne, The Eighteenth-Century French Novel: Techniques of Illusion, 2nd ed.
(Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1981); and Nicholas D. Paige,
Before Fiction: The Ancien Régime of the Novel (Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 2011).
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figXral as an essential part of the Zork. The role of the images in these Zorks can be
Xnderstood as a Za\ of emplo\ing figXral thinking to e[periment Zith the limits of
cognitiYe thoXght. The images e[tend the te[tXal strategies b\ offering the
YieZing/reading sXbject an e[ perience that challenges preYioXs conceptions. Therefore,
it is essential that Ze anal\]e these images and their role in the poetics of the epistemic
disrXption Zith oXr anal\sis of the te[t.

Speaking to the poZer of the image to engage the mind of the reader/YieZer, John
Bender and Michael Marrinan assert that diagrams are a special case of images that
commxnicate the e[perience of hoZ something Zorks. Their conceptXali]ation of
diagram offers a rich and prodXctiYe Za\ to e[plore the inter-relations betZeen literal
discoXrse and the figXral. For Bender and Marrinan, the diagram bridges the gap betZeen
figXre and discoXrse. The diagram is not onl\ an image that often contains e[plicitI\
discXrsiYe elements sXch as description, captions, and labels; it is also a YisXal Zhich
seeks to represent a particXlarl\ hXxman-centered point of YieZ of the object. In this it is
not so mXch a representation of a thing as it is a thing itself: It is a thinking tool.'¢ If Ze
consider the distribXted cognition featXres of illXstrations in te[ts Zith informational or
edXcational pXrposes, Ze can anal\]e hoZ the illXstrations both sXpport and transform
mental processes, and Xltimatel\ hoZ the\ participate in the project of epistemic
transformation.

OXr three principal case-stXd\ te[ts, like man\ from the eighteenth centXr\, pose a

problem of categori]ation (of genre and discipline) for modern scholarship (Paul et

16 See particularly this section in John B. Bender and Michael Marrinan, The Culture of
Diagram (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 2010), 19+23.
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Virginie as a part of Etudes de la nature, Histoire naturelle, and Histoire des deux Indes).
Ate[tfs genre is Xsed to establish e[ cIXsiYe categories and determine hoZ one
approaches reading a particXlar Zork. The genre determines Zhich interpretiYe tools are
best sXited for comprehension of the te[t. One ZoXId not read a scholarI\ book on
Joolog\ and e[ pect the same t\pe of reading e[perience as Zhen one reads a noYel.
Indeed, fiction ZoXId be anathema to the scientific endeaYor Xnder oXr cXrrent episteme.
HoZeYer, these generic distinctions did not e[ist in the same Za\ in eighteenth-centXr\
France. One e[treme e[ample of this is Zhen Diderot{s protagonist describes cellXlar
strXctXre and microbiolog\ in the fictitioXs and risgXp conYersation betZeen dfAlembertfs
mistress and his doctor at the sick manfs bedside in Le réve de d’Alembert.'” Astride the
modern conceptXal boXndar\ betZeen fiction and non-fiction, the case-stXd\ te[ts in this
dissertation point to an earl\ modern paradigmatic space that preceded the disciplinar\
diYide aboXt Zhich C.P. SnoZ Zrote in his 1959 essa\ 3The TZo CXItXres.”'® SnoZ
lamented the loss of appreciation for the fXII breadth and scope of hXman Xnderstanding
if those Zho pXrsXe science escheZ Shakespeare and Yice Yersa.

The te[ts that this dissertation project comprises do not represent all aspects of
eighteenth-centXr\ cXlItXre, bXt the\ point to the broader scope of cXItXral prodXction
dXring this period. Each chapter here presents a case stXd\ to e[amine a different aspect
of this critical issXe. From natXral histories to noYels and ekphrastic essa\s, the corpXs

contains some of the most Zidel\-read and inflXential Zorks of the eighteenth centXr\

17 Denis Diderot, (Euvres philosophiques, ed. Paul Verniére, Classiques Garnier
(Paris: Bordas, 1990).
18 Charles Pearcy Snow, The Two Cultures (1959), ed. Stefan Collini (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1998).
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sXch as BXffon and DaXbenton{s Histoire naturelle, Bernardin de Saint-Pierrefs Paul et
Virginie, Abbp Ra\nal (and Diderot{s) Histoire des deux Indes, and RoXsseaX{s La
Nouvelle Héloise."® Let Xs noZ take a brief oYerYieZ of the contents and critical
gXestions of the three chapters of this dissertation to proYide a mental map for the road
ahead.

Chapter 1 — Buffon and Daubenton Write the Histoire naturelle

What are Ze to make of Zorks Zhose aim is scientific and comprise components
Zith strong literar\ gXalit\ sXch as BXffon and DaXbenton{s Histoire naturelle??
Approaching the Histoire naturelle as pXrel\ a scientific Zork inadegXatel\ accoXnts for
the figXratiYe langXage at Zork in the descriptions; \et to approach it as solel\ a Zork of
literatXre Zill not reYeal the impact of the aXthors{ Zork in natXral histor\ Zhich Ze
ZoXld noZ call 3science.” The interpretiYe approach one chooses has an impact on the
Za\ one reads the te[t and Zhat one prioriti]es oYer Zhat one filters oXt. In reading the
Histoire naturelle from a modern scientific YieZ, hoZ does one take the literar\ elements
(narratiYe, figXral langXage, instances of personal sXbjectiYe Yoice) into accoXnt? It
coXld be argXed that those passages are merel\ 3literar\ ornamentation,” and ma\ be,
indeed must be, disregarded. The hermeneXtic filter frames Zhat is the Zork and Zhat is
the parergon, that is, Zhat is associated Zith bXt oXtside the principal Zork. Te[ts Zritten

prior to oXr modern episteme are onl\ partiall\ read Zhen read throXgh an interpretiYe

19 For data-based insights on book sales in eighteenth-century France, see this
digital humanities project, Simon Burrows et. al., The French Book Trade in
Enlightenment Europe Project, 1769-1794 (http://fbtee.uws.edu.au/stn/, 6 May 2014).

20 Georges Louis Leclerc, comte de Buffon and Louis-Jean-Marie Daubenton,
Histoire naturelle, générale et particuliére avec la description du Cabinet du roi., 36
vols. (Paris: De IfImprimerie ro\ale, 1749-1789).
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frame based on a modern concept of speciali]ation and diYision of fields of knoZledge,
particXlarl\ those te[ts Zhose objectiYe is to prodXce or deliYer knoZledge.

The discXrsiYe polarit\ science-literatXre has alread\ been discXssed at length b\
others. Wilda Anderson argXes for a break Zith preYioXs anal\sis of the yscientific Zorth{
of eighteenth-centXr\ chemistr\ Zriting b\ instead focXsing on the Xse of rhetoric and
literar\ deYices in those te[ts as Zell as the self-conscioXs efforts of Antoine LaYoisier
and Pierre-Joseph MacqgXer to determine hoZ langXage shoXIld be Xsed to describe
elements and e[periments.?! Anne Vila anal\]es the inter-porosit\ betZeen
Enlightenment medical and literar\ te[ts throXgh the lens of sensibilité as a term
designating emotional states and a philosophical constrXct at the heart of polemical
debates aboXt edXcation, moralit\, and societ\.??> Vila criticall\ locates this interpla\
betZeen science and literatXre in the bod\ Zith a focXs on patholog\ and stXdies of
controlling or e[citing the bod\fs responses to stimXIXs. Jessica Riskin foregroXnds the
often-obscXred role emotion pla\ed in eighteenth-centXr\ empiricism, Zhere sentiment
Zas a legitimate factor in scientific inYestigation.?> These stXdies Zere each path-
breaking in their moment, signaling important shifts in disciplinar\ direction and
interpretiYe paradigms. The\ haYe in common that the\ focXsed primaril\ on scientific

te[ts Zhere the intrXsion of literar\ or sentimental elements haYe e[posed a porosit\

2 Wilda Anderson, Between the Library and the Laboratory (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1984).

22 Anne Vila, Enlightenment and Pathology: Sensibility in the Literature and
Medicine of Eighteenth-Century France (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press,
1998).

23 Jessica Riskin, Science in the Age of Sensibility: The Sentimental Empiricists of
the French Enlightenment (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002).
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Xne[pected b\ the modern reader.

The aim of Chapter 1 is to introdXce the parallel processes of disenchantment and
re-enchantment in the conte[t of catalogXing the material Zorld, and to anal\]e specific
passages that do literar\ Zork, that is, that emplo\ figXratiYe langXage to a greater e[tent
for pXrposes be\ond the simple transfer of information. Informed b\ the Zork of Joanna
Stalnaker (Unfinished Enlightenment), Ma[ Weber (3Science as a Vocation”), and JoshXa
Land\ (The Re-enchantment of the World), this chapter maps oXt the stakes of m\ project,
positing an Xnder-e[plored role of opposing binaries to create a poetics of
epistemological disrXption Zithin Zhich to strXctXre knoZledge of the natXral Zorld. In
this chapter, | argXe that the Zriting of this period can be prodXctiYel\ e[plored throXgh
the lens of the joint fXnctioning of opposing processes Zhich | Zill relate to the concepts
of disenchantment and re-enchantment.

The conflicts that arose betZeen BXffon and DaXbenton Zhile Zriting the Histoire
naturelle reYeal some of the tensions in the intellectXal commXnit\ of the time aboXt the
Za\ to approach categori]ing and describing the natXral Zorld. The rift between the two
savants centered on the question of the most appropriate way to represent the natural
object of their studies for the pages of the Histoire naturelle. Daubenton favored
systematic tables of measurements, while Buffon accorded the more important role to
narrative description.>* Joanna Stalnaker has sXggested Ze might Xnderstand this conflict

differentI\ as she e[amines the Histoire naturelle to probe the polarit\ betZeen tZo

24 paXI LaZrence Farber, 3BXffon and DaXbenton: DiYergent Traditions Zithin
the Histoire NatXrelle,” Isis 66, no. 1 (1975): 63174, and Jeff Loveland, 3Another
DaXbenton, Another Histoire NatXrelle,” Journal of the History of Biology 39, no. 3
(2006): 457+91.
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modes of description in Yigor at the time + scientific and literar\.2> She bXilds a case for
a more dominant role of description in eighteenth-centXr\ Zriting. BXilding Xpon
Stalnaker(s anal\sis of modes of description, | e[plore the Histoire naturelle as a space of
prodXctiYe interaction betZeen tZo seemingl\ opposed te[tXal strategies. This
interaction, | Zill argXe, resXIts in an e[ perience of knoZledge that transcends the t\pical
semiotic binar\ (signifier and signified), to instead create a neZ meaning in the figXral
space between oppositions that literal langXage cannot describe.

Chapter 2 — Pastoral novel as re-draft of an encyclopedic project: Paul et
Virginie as conclusion to Saint-Pierre’s Etudes de la Nature

In his traYel accoXnt of a three-\ear sta\ on Ile de France (MaXritiXs), JacgXes

Henri Bernardin de Saint-Pierre describes a tension he senses in Zriting on natXral
histor\; 3Jfai crX \ Yoir le caractgre sensible d{Xne proYidence; et jfen ai parlp, non
comme dfXn s\stgme gXi amXse mon esprit, mais comme dfXn sentiment dont mon c°Xr
est plein.”26 On one side of this tension, Saint-Pierre describes the creation of a s\stem
Zhich breaks doZn proYidence into discXrsiYe categories and items for manipXlation b\
the intellect; on the other side of the tension he finds a manner of commXnication that re-
encodes this proYidence as satiating sentiment. Saint-Pierrefs noYel Paul et Virginie, for

Zhich Tle de France is the setting, offers Xs a XnigXel\ positioned te[t Zith Zhich to

23 Joanna Stalnaker, The Unfinished Enlightenment: Description in the Age of the
Encyclopedia (Ithaca NY: Cornell University Press, 2010).

26 Quotes from eighteenth-century French texts are given with the original
eighteenth-century spelling and typographical conventions to render text as closely to
what a period reader would have encountered since close reading and the visual
experience of the page are important elements of this study. Jacques Henri Bernardin de
Saint-Pierre, Voyage a l'ile de France: un officier du roi a I'ile Maurice: 1768-1770
(1773), ed. Yves Bénot (Paris: La Découverte, 1983), 26.
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e[amine this tension betZeen disenchantment and re-enchantment, betZeen systeme and
sentiment.”’ To condXct this e[ploration, Ze shall consider this noYelfs fXnction in
relation to Saint-Pierrefs other grand Zork, Etudes de la Nature, a mXIti-YolXme natXral
histor\ project.

One of the great pX]]les sXrroXnding the noYel Paul et Virginie is its role in the
larger bod\ of Zork b\ Saint-Pierre. ThoXgh it is a noYel, Saint-Pierre claimed it as the
cXImination of his abandoned enc\clopedic project, Etudes de la Nature. FoXr \ears after
declaring the Etudes at an impasse and haYing it printed as it Zas, he pXblished Zhat is
argXablI\ his most famoXs Zork, the pastoral noYel Paul et Virginie. SXrprisingl\, this
noYel is pXblished as part of a neZ edition of the Etudes. In the foreZord to Paul et
Virginie, he Zrites that this Zork Zas to be considered part of, and the conclXsion to, his
Etudes de la Nature. In stating that Paul et Virgine Zas the conclXsion to his Xnfinished
Etudes de la Nature, Saint-Pierre inYites Xs to consider the articXlation betZeen the tZo
Zorks and tZo Yer\ different manners of recording a concept of natXre.

HoZ then can the te[t of Paul et Virginie, positioned in the conte[t of a natXral
histor\ YolXme, help Xs to e[plore the fXnction of the noYel in this tension betZeen
systeme and sentiment, betZeen disenchantment and re-enchantment of the Zorld?
Chapter 2 e[ plores this noYel as re-draft of the natXral histor\ book Yia the tools afforded
b\ figXratiYe Zriting in a different genre. Saint-Pierre appropriates the pastoral noYel for

his pXrposes, naYigating betZeen obserYation and narration. From an e[amination of

27 While it is more common to see this author referred to as Bernardin de Saint-
Pierre, this is in fact a deformation of his name, as I will explain in Chapter 2. I follow
Colas DXflofs conYention and refer to him throXghoXt as 3Saint-Pierre” instead.
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these tZo facets of the same project, this chapter e[plores hoZ sentiment takes the rela\

from systeme to deliYer knoZledge and a neZ rhetoric for a neZ Zorld.

Chapter 3 - History of the Two Indies, a Singular Tale with Two Voices —
History and Philosophy Collide in the Histoire des deux Indes

The Histoire des deux Indes (HDI) does not simpl\ relate a broad histor\ of
colonial endeaYors b\ the major EXropean poZers of the da\, nor does it simpl\ propose
principles for the effectiYe e[ pansion of inflXence, nor does it jXst gXestion the principles
on Zhich slaYer\ and e[ploitation of other lands are based. It accomplishes all of these
together throXgh the comple[, often contradictor\, te[t filled Zith data, chronologies,
e[planations as Zell as apostrophes to the reader, YirtXal displacements, and ethical
e[hortations. The effectiYeness of its abilit\ to moYe the reader and to elicit epistemic
disrXption can be inde[ed b\ the reactions of those Zho ZoXId be affected b\ sXch
changes in pXblic thoXght. In 1780 Zhen the third edition Zas pXblished, the book Zas
banned, ordered bXrned b\ the aXthorities and its acknoZledged aXthor forced to flee the
coXntr\ to aYoid prison.?®

This chapter e[plores the pol\phonic Zriting of the HDI as a creatiYe strateg\ that
combines an empirical historical mode and a figXratiYe philosophical mode to disrXpt and
reset the frameZork of perception sXrroXnding colon\ and commerce. In the tZo main
rhetorical modes (historical and philosophical), Ze Zill trace a tension betZeen
e[ploitation and empath\. We anal\]e the effects of a te[t pXrporting a single aXthor bXt

actXall\ embod\ing seYeral, primaril\ GXillaXme-Thomas Ra\nal and Denis Diderot.

28 For more on the official and controversial reaction to the HDI, see Jonathan
Israel, Democratic Enlightenment: Philosophy, Revolution, and Human Rights 1750-
1790 (Oxford University Press, 2013), 431-34.
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Michgle DXchet points to the aXthors{ conflicting priorities, 3lfessentiel poXr Ra\nal ptait
Ifinformation, et non IfpcritXre oX la composition.”?® In particXlar, | e[amine the
resonances betZeen empirical and figXral forces in the te[t, joined in prodXctiYe
opposition. The HDI is a te[t that can be appreciated for its content as an informational,
historical te[t, or it can be read for its literar\ gXalities Zhich otherZise might be
discoXnted as mere ornamentation. In this chapter, | argXe that this either/or
classification is inadegXate to accoXnt for the epistemic change the te[t attempts to frame.
The elogXent pairing is intentional and essential to create the e[perience of engagement
embedded in the te[t.

ThroXgh the chapters of this dissertation, Ze Zill e[amine te[ts Zith an e[plicit
focXs on knoZledge prodXction. In the conclXsion, Ze Zill broaden the ingXir\ toZard
te[ts of narratiYe fiction that do not make an e[plicit claim of knoZledge prodXction.
Working Zith RoXsseaX{s La Nouvelle Héloise, Ze Zill test the disenchantment and re-
enchantment anal\sis on a noYel to demonstrate hoZ this reading can shed neZ light on
the d\namic betZeen JXlie and St. PreX[.

HoZ can this t\pe of anal\sis open neZ Yistas into the cognitiYe, epistemic
disrXption of the eighteenth-centXr\ noYel and be\ond? B\ locating instances of the
confrontations, collisions, and collXsions of the YarioXs opposing approaches to
knoZledge in each of these case stXdies, | anal\]e Zhat happens at the ne[Xs of these

different rhetorical strategies.

2% Michéle Duchet, 3L{Histoire des deX[ Indes: soXrces et strXctXre dfXn te[te
pol\phonigXe,” in Lectures de Raynal: L'Histoire des deux Indes en Europe et en
Amérique au XVIlle siecle: Actes du colloque de Wolfenbiittel, ed. Hans-Jiirgen
Liisebrink and Manfred Tietz (Oxford: The Voltaire Foundation, 1991), 10.
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Chapter One
Tabling the Matter:

The Problem of Nature Made into a Conceptual Object
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Figure 1.1 and Figure 1.2. Side by side view of the table of contents pages for
Buffon and Daubenton’s contributions to Tome 4 of the Histoire naturelle. (HN
4:11i—1v)

At first glance, this table of contents for the mid-eighteenth-century Histoire

naturelle seems innocuous.! It lists the topics covered in this volume and gives the

corresponding page numbers, as well as signaling a trio of prefatory letters . And yet

! George-Louis Leclerc, comte de Buffon and Louis-Jean-Marie Daubenton,
Histoire Naturelle, générale et particuliere, avec la description du Cabinet du Roi, 36
vols., In-4° (Paris: Imprimerie Royale, 1749—1789). Hereinafter I will refer to this multi-
volume work as either the Histoire naturelle or simply HN.
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these pages are indicators of great tensions and the high stakes of rendering the natural
world legible for humankind’s benefit. The written word and engraved image that unlock
the secrets of the physical world can confer the power to heal or to harm, to extract
wealth or to explain humanity’s place in relation to the rest of creation.

While collaborative encyclopedic projects are not uncommon in the eighteenth
century, crediting the individual contributors is not the norm; however, the table of
contents for the Histoire naturelle (shown above) clearly indicates which entries were
written by which author.? Stranger still, upon closer examination we realize that the texts
written by Buffon and Daubenton are interspersed, and are not separated as the
organization of the table at first seems to indicate. This unusual table is symptomatic of
the collision of two different modes of representing knowledge found throughout this 10-
volume book.

Indexing debates over epistemological authority and the “proper” way to conduct
and communicate knowledge work, this table of contents reveals some of the critical
questions eighteenth-century savants and philosophes grappled with in the Siecle des
Lumieres. These questions include what is the goal for transcribing to paper the
observable phenomena of nature, how to understand discoveries from new ports of call
that challenge established notions, what is (and should be) the basis for reliable

information? All of these questions are engaged with to one extent or another by the

2 As a prime example, this is the case with the Histoire des deux Indes, where
Abbé¢ Raynal did not credit any of the dozen sources of his book, instead claiming sole
authorship for himself.
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thinkers and writers of the critical Siecle des Lumieres, either singly or as part of joint
efforts, as is the case with the Histoire naturelle.

We begin this dissertation with a look at the Histoire naturelle because it was a
project that experimented with, rejected, and ultimately validated the combination of two
different rhetorical modes that illuminate the inner workings of some of the more
fascinating texts of the French siecle des Lumieéres. The Histoire naturelle experimented
with the combination of ‘disenchanting’ and ‘re-enchanting’ rhetorical strategies,
discarded what we will call the disenchanting mode to publish an edition without it, and
then ultimately decided the project required that missing dimension to achieve its goals
and so restored it going forward. For this reason, the Histoire naturelle represents for us
not only experimentation with the dynamic we will study here, but also a project that
tested and confirmed the necessity of the two modes’ co-presence.

How to write a history of everything in the world

When Georges-Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon, and Louis-Jean-Marie
Daubenton set out to write the natural history of everything in the world, they likely
considered the task of locating and observing all the specimens to be the primary
challenge. In their own words the universe presents “un vaste spectacle dont I’ensemble
est si grand, qu’il parait & qu’il est en effet, inépuisable” (HN “Premier discours,” 1).
When the project hit a crisis point after the publication of the initial set of volumes in
1767 and Daubenton ceased working on it, a more fundamental underlying problem was

revealed. Daubenton’s departure from the Histoire naturelle was for what Paul Farber
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described as “a tension between their philosophic positions concerning natural history.”?
The disagreement between the two men arose over questions of the most accurate way to
represent the object of their studies for the pages of the Histoire naturelle, générale et
particuliere, avec la description du Cabinet du Roi (1749-1789). What most
appropriately renders an animal for the pages of these tomes: a systematic table of
measurements of the creature, a narrative description, or engraved illustrations? The
stark disagreement between Daubenton, who favored comparative measurement tables,
and Buffon, who preferred lively narrative and generalizing hypotheses, resulted in
Daubenton’s withdrawal from the project for a number of years.

Two and a half centuries later, their debate concerning the most appropriate
representational paradigm has relevance to our modern practices and configuration of
knowledge. The Histoire naturelle’s legacy extended into the future disciplines we
would come to call biology, comparative anatomy, anthropology, and geology. At its
core, the co-authors’ disagreement was about the fundamental method of recording and
communicating about the reality in which we live. This sort of epistemological concern
about representation was also shared by other sweeping classificatory projects of the
period, such as Linnaeus’ Systema Naturae, and Diderot and d’ Alembert’s grand
Encyclopédie, though these other projects took different approaches.

Swedish natural historian Carolus Linnaeus published the first edition of his

Systema Naturae in 1735 and continued refining and publishing new editions

3 Paul Lawrence Farber, “Buffon and Daubenton: Divergent Traditions within the
Histoire Naturelle,” Isis 66, no. 1 (1975): 64.
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contemporaneously with Buffon’s work on the Histoire naturelle, culminating with
Linneaus’ final, 12th edition in 1768. Linneaus’ aim, as recorded in the official title of the
work,* was to divide all the specimens of nature into three kingdoms (regnum in the Latin
in which it was written) — the animal kingdom, the plant kingdom, and the mineral
kingdom. His classification was recorded in and justified by a system of binomial
nomenclature, declaring the genus and species for each specimen. This system of
taxonomy is, in fact, the one still used by botanists and zoologists throughout most of the
world today. For Linnaeus, the act of dividing nature into logical kingdoms gives rise to a
system of naming that offers to contain all within its logical linguistic hierarchy. Any
new discovery merely needs to be properly observed to determine its proper place in the
kingdom, and hence the name that circumscribes that position. Each item fits somewhere
in the hierarchy. Linnaeus proposed a system he readily acknowledged as artificial and
utilitarian. It was not his aim to decipher an underlying divine plan of creation existant in
nature, but rather to provide discursive order to the human perception of that creation.

His motto was “God created, Linnaeus organized” (Deus creavit, Linnaeus disposuit).
The importance of this system lay in its ease of naming specimens, limiting the name of
each unique type of creature to two Latin terms. Earlier systems used Latin — the
common language of knowledge in the West since the Middle Ages — but yielded
contradictory and unwieldy names. The major critique Buffon leveled at Linnaeus and

the hordes of amateur and aspiring natural historians he sponsored or encouraged was

4 Carolus Linneaus, Systema naturce per regna tria naturce, secundum classes,
ordines, genera, species, cum characteribus, differentiis, synonymis, locis (Stockholm: L.
Salvius, 1735-1768).
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that they were nomenclateurs, in other words that they tried to fit everything into this pre-
existing hierarchical structure of naming. For Buffon, the system and name could not
come first, but instead organizing this knowledge required observation and reflection
first, then classification based on that reasoned observation.

The conceptual conflict between representational regimes hinges on the
fundamental difference between literal and figural discourse and their ability to represent
the natural world in a way that may be interpreted as ‘true.” Norman Bryson complicates
these two terms: he suggests that the figural is connected to perception, while the literal is
understood in terms of its connection to language. Bryson locates the representational
power of a work on a literal-figurative continuum. In this framing, the more the message
of a work is communicated via figural elements, the more truthful it is perceived by the
apprehending subject.’

In his argument, he contends that art offers a tension between the discursive and
figural elements of the image/work and that the meanings carried by the figural are
received as more real and more true; they “arouse our willingness to believe.”® The
meaning carried by the less verbally-influenced, more figural elements are;

felt as having been found, and this confirms exactly the natural attitude, where the

meanings of gestures, clothing, physiognomy, body typing, and the other ‘subtle’

semantic codes are felt to inhere in the objective world and are not understood as
the product of particular cultural work.”

3> Norman Bryson, Word and Image: French Painting of the Ancien Régime
(Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1981).
¢ Bryson, Word and Image, 11.
" Bryson, Word and Image, 15.
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He argues that because a viewer/reader believes the figural (as the effect of the natural or
real), he or she is more willing to believe the discursive. For Bryson, the figural
naturalizes discourse and overcomes doubt to a greater or lesser extent. I hope to
demonstrate that in the works studied in this dissertation that the discord between
disenchanting and re-enchanting modes of expression (which are both presented as forms
of truth) cannot be resolved in literal language and therefore the discord is resolved via
figural thinking, which both naturalizes the truth claim and incurs an affective, non-
verbal experience of that truth. This figural thinking helps to disrupt epistemic
frameworks more powerfully than discursive, literal language can achieve on its own.
The complex literary device that proposes both disenchanting and re-enchanting
passages, thereby inviting interpretation of epistemological claims via figural thinking I
am calling “episto-poetics.” This dissertation is an examination and demonstration of the
of poetics of epistemic disruption.

This epistemic disruption I claim for certain texts of the siecle des Lumieres is
made explicit in another of the major classificatory projects of the eighteenth century —
Denis Diderot and Jean le Rond d’Alembert’s 28-volume Encyclopédie, ou dictionnaire
raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers, par une société de gens de lettres.® While
Buffon and Daubenton’s subject matter was primarily the animal, vegetable, and mineral
domains of the natural world, the Encyclopédie aimed to collect and organize a

comprehensive record of knowledge of the arts, sciences, and crafts. The collaborators

8 Denis Diderot and Jean le Rond d’Alembert, eds. Encyclopédie, ou dictionnaire
raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers, par une société de gens de lettres, 28 vols.
(Paris: Briasson, 1751-1772).
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(or co-conspirators) wished to preserve the savoir and savoir-faire gained by previous
generations, record it in a way that would reveal general systems, and pass along this
information to future generations. They linked this objective to a larger goal of
improving the happiness, virtue, and wisdom of their fellow human beings and
descendants. Diderot stated an even more ambitious, and revealing, goal for the
Encyclopédie: “to change the common way of thinking” (changer la fagon commune de
penser). This he proposed to do both overtly and subtly through the structure of the
Encyclopédie. The overall organizing structure of the Encyclopédie was figured as a tree
structure — the “Systéme figuré des connaissances humaines” diagram in the Discours
préliminaire, with the major divisions of Memory, Reason, and Imagination
encompassing history, philosophy, and poetry, respectively. By relegating religion to a
position as a subset of philosophy in the schema, Diderot et al. asserted the dominance of
human reason over metaphysical revelation. !

The tree of knowledge structure was an overt gesture to change the common way
of thinking by sidelining the role of religion to a mere subject of study — theology. By
employing the visual organizer of the tree structure, the encyclopedists could pass the
polemical argument about religion on a figural level where the visual of the chart could

‘naturalize’ the argument powerfully and avoid writing more text that could prove

? Found in Diderot’s article “Encyclopédie” in the discussion of the system of
cross-references that would make a “good” encyclopedia (5:642).
19 For more discussion of the implications of this radical epistemological shift, see
Robert Darnton’s chapter “Philosophers Trim the Tree of Knowledge” in The Great Cat
Massacre and Other Episodes in French Cultural History (New York: Basic Books,
1984, revised 2009).
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controversial. The previously central role of divine truth was supplanted by human
reason and empiricism. However, the Encyclopédie also employed a subtle method to
shape or re-shape the reading subjects’ mental associations through a system of cross-
references which would lead the reader from one article to other, related articles.!' In
some instances, this system took the form of links from an article describing something
the authors sought to critique to other articles citing principles and truths that subverted
or overturned the first. For example, the article on Aabitations [colonial plantations]
gives information useful to a reader wishing to know more about how plantations are
structured and managed and does not include any criticism of slavery, but the article also
includes cross references to “Negres” and “Trente-six mois” (the latter is a term to refer
to the indentured European workers). The Encyclopédie entry for “Trente-six mois”
gives a critique of the harsh conditions these indentured workers endure by stating the
conditions to be almost as bad as those endured by the enslaved, and then describing how
deplorable the indentured worker situation is, gesturing toward the abuse of slavery
obliquely. The linked articles covertly make a parallel between Europeans and the Black
slaves, possibly inciting compassion by comparison. The practice of representation is not

neutral. The act of creating links (renvois) between articles produces knowledge

1 By ‘reading subject,” I mean the subject position that is created through the
manner that the text designates a way of being read. For efficiency of expression, I will
at times simply refer to the “reader,” but in most cases I am referring to the subject
created by the text. I do not wish to engage here in discussions about a conceptualized
eighteenth-century reader or a ‘super-reader.” For more on the reading subject created by
the text, see Wolfgang Iser, The Act of Reading: A Theory of Aesthetic Response
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978); or Roland Barthes, Le plaisir du
texte, Points. Littérature 135 (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1983).
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conforming to a figural topography chosen by the editors. In itself it is a material
practice of representation, adding another (extra-lingual) dimension to the work beyond
(and even more provocatively than) the meta-structure of the Encyclopédie in the “tree of
knowledge” proposed by Diderot and d’ Alembert.
These organizing principles were, in some ways, an effort to “disenchant” the
world from transcendental meanings and claim that all the knowable world is an object
for the enlightened subject. This intention is not without its inherent risks, however.
Daniel Brewer suggests the stakes of this risk in The Discourse of Enlightenment in
Eighteenth-century France where he writes
If the eighteenth-century Enlighteners sought their freedom by refusing
the paradigms and principles that unshakably grounded knowledge in
religious and metaphysical terms, do they undo in the process the
foundations of knowledge in general, including that of their own
epistemological systems?'?

Brewer answers this question by arguing that these philosophers accepted the complexity

of an unresolved, and perhaps unresolvable “double bind” in the service of a more useful

way of knowing.
They attempt to produce knowledge at its most useful, insisting above all
on the arbitrary status of any way of representing knowledge [...] Relying
on the practice of reason (not acts of faith), stressing the role of the senses
in the production of knowledge (and not the “innate ideas” of the
Cartesian tradition), they insist on the empirical, experiential,
determination of knowledge. Quite willing to accept partial, provisional

knowledge, they seek above all a useful and effective way to represent the
world and the human subject’s place in it.!3

12 Daniel Brewer, The Discourse of Enlightenment in Eighteenth-Century France:
Diderot and the Art of Philosophizing (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University
Press, 1993), 5-6.

13 Brewer, The Discourse of Enlightenment, 2.
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This brings us to another point about this organizing principle, with special
relevance to our discussion of the Histoire naturelle — the relationship of humans to the
knowledge thus laid out. Diderot wrote that since all systems of organizing are to some
extent arbitrary, the choice of any system was fairly equal.'* Therefore, the
encyclopedists chose to place humankind at the center of the universe of knowledge, and
not God or divine authority. The Encyclopédie and the Histoire naturelle knowledge
projects both engage in creative processes that navigate the tension between
instrumentalizing knowledge and (re)contextualizing it.

This chapter examines how the authors Buffon and Daubenton contend with
instrumentalizing and contextualizing knowledge (which I will consider under the
umbrella terms disenchantment and re-enchantment) in the Histoire naturelle. By
locating instances of the confrontations, collisions, and collusions of these two opposing
approaches to knowledge, I analyze what happens at the nexus of these different
rhetorical strategies. According to Jeff Loveland, history has painted Buffon and
Daubenton as opposites in their approach to writing natural history.!> Buffon generalizes,

hypothesizes, and writes narratives that endow the subjects with almost human sentiment,

14 An additional “arbitrary” structuring element often overlooked by modern
readers was sequencing the entries in alphabetical order from A to Z, which in the Middle
Ages was not necessarily the case. See Richard Yeo, “Reading Encyclopedias: Science
and the Organization of Knowledge in British Dictionaries of Arts and Sciences, 1730-
1850,” Isis 82, no. 1 (March 1991): 24-49.

15 Loveland cites biographers and historians such as Flourens, Cuvier, and
Bourdier who propagated this image of Daubenton in their accounts. Jeff Loveland,
“Another Daubenton, Another Histoire Naturelle,” Journal of the History of Biology 39,
no. 3 (2006): 457-91.
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social roles, and motivations. Daubenton, on the other hand, writes straightforward
descriptions and lines up tables of comparative measurements. While it might be
tempting to ascribe to Daubenton the discourse of disenchantment and to Buffon that of
re-enchantment, this would be an oversimplification. Each author contends with both of
these approaches in the text, to varying degrees, in their search to capture the truth of the
specimens they observe. Their concern for discovering the truth of the natural world and
also their critical skepticism for how to represent it may have its source in the
philosophical debates in the century prior.

Much of the French scientific and philosophical inquiry of the eighteenth century
was characterized by an ongoing response to René Descartes’ philosophical skepticism
and search for the solid underpinnings of truth. When Descartes questioned the certainty
and source of understanding in his Discours de la méthode in 1637, his writings inspired
a generation of his readers to feel for the fault lines, not simply in the arguments of the
knowledge they learned, but in the very justification and foundation of that knowledge.'¢
With Montaigne’s Renaissance question of “what do I know” (que scay-je?) no longer
sufficient (though certainly still a primary obsession), now the questions of “Ahow do I
know what I know?”” and “how can I be assured of its objective truth?” are
epistemological anxieties with which these new generations of writers grapple.

Descartes’ Discours de la méthode gives voice to the uncertainty of knowing and

probes the limits of cognition. His philosophy shapes in western European culture a

16 René Descartes, Discours de la méthode (1637), ed. Maurice Dorolle (Paris:
Librairie Larousse, 1934).
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model for thinking about the world and the human subject’s experience of it that divides
mind from body, but locating that dividing line is an ongoing point of question.!” By
writing the Discours not simply as an essay laying out a scholastic argument, but rather
journaling the experience and process of his own questioning, Descartes makes his
inward journey a virtual experience that others can share in reading it. He shares the
experience of reflection, critique, and groping for answers. The reader of the text is
momentarily displaced with Descartes into that virtual reality. However, more than just a
mental voyeurism, this writing also figures that experience of questioning and
discovering answers in a way that teaches a methodical approach and response to the
chaos caused by unmooring from our mental preconceptions.

As eighteenth-century writers and thinkers reflected on Descartes’ experiment, the
concept of questioning the basis for knowledge became an underpinning of the critical
apparatus of the siecle des Lumieres. As in Descartes’ case, discarding a previously held
set of beliefs provokes a vertiginous loss of stability until a new method or structure fills
the void. An empirical search for truth necessarily sets aside the supernatural. This
search process ‘disenchants’ the results by forbidding a connection between the material
world and the supernatural, continuing a fissure started by Descartes.

In The Re-Enchantment of the World: Secular Magic in a Rational Age, Joshua
Landy and Michael Saler argue that a process they refer to as “re-enchantment” fills a

critical role in re-establishing a sense of order and mystique that can be lost when an old

17 See also Stéphane van Damme for a discussion of the cultural repercussions of
Cartesian thought. Descartes: essai d’histoire culturelle d 'une grandeur philosophique
(Paris: Presses de Sciences po, 2002).
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order of knowledge is displaced.!® While they and their cohorts locate the
disenchantment of the world in eighteenth-century Enlightenment works, they look to a
later period for examples of re-enchantment, in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
They posit re-enchantment as a wholly separate process, not functioning closely with
disenchantment. Through a close examination of the Histoire naturelle, however, I argue
that we find a case that leads us to question whether, at the level of the text (discourse,
rhetoric, esthetic, figure and form), the disenchantment and re-enchantment processes are
implicated in a more complicated fashion, working together in creative tension. I further
suggest that this dynamic can be found more broadly in other texts of the eighteenth
century and that it is reflection of the critical inquiries of the siecle des Lumieres.

In the “Premier discours,” Buffon situates the Histoire naturelle and both explains
and justifies the goal of the project. The object of study is not “La Nature” as such, but
rather the prodigious multitude of objects presented by “I’Univers.” This multitude is a
“spectacle” offered to the curiosity of the human mind, “I’esprit humain” (HN 1:3).
Buffon defines the proper goal of a natural history as doing primarily two things: “La
description exacte & I’histoire fidele de chaque chose est, comme nous I’avons dit, le seul
but qu’on doive se proposer d’abord” (HN 1:21). By qualifying description (“exacte”)
and history (“fidele”), Buffon inserts his right to judge what methods produce exact and
faithful results. It is the quality of these two that will determine the utility of a natural

history. The end product is a print representation that must stand before the human

18 Joshua Landy and Michael T Saler, The Re-Enchantment of the World: Secular
Magic in a Rational Age (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2009).
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intellect in place of any given object of the universe. The groundbreaking Histoire
naturelle’s ultimate task does not culminate merely in truthful description and history,
but rather in the reading subject’s mental operations on these objects.

Buffon sees several different activities at work to meet the goals of creating a
natural history.!® These tasks marry an analytical element with an esthetic element. The
natural historian, whom he also terms the Observateur, must be able to comprehend and
to compare the specimens of the natural world, but also to love them. To understand and
analyze the vast quantity of specimens, the savants must possess “une espéce de force de
génie,” and to love them they must possess “une espeéce de gotit.” Buffon further
elaborates his definitions of the goiif [taste] and the amour [love] required to do natural

history in the following passage.

car il y a une espece de force de génie & de courage d’esprit a pouvoir
envisager, sans s’étonner, la Nature dans la multitude innombrable de ses
productions, & a se croire capable de les comprendre & de les comparer; il
y a une espece de golt a les aimer, plus grand que le golit qui n’a pour but
que des objets particuliers; & 1’on peut dire que I’amour de 1’étude de la
Nature suppose dans 1’esprit deux qualités qui paraissent opposées, les
grandes vues d’un génie ardent qui embrasse tout d’un coup d’oeil, & les
petites attentions d’un instinct laborieux qui ne s’attache qu’a un seul
point. (HN “Premier discours,” 1:4)

19 Buffon and Daubenton are certainly not the first to undertake a written natural
history. Buffon explicitly inscribes his work in the lineage of Pliny. Buffon is in fact
referred to at times as the “Pline de Montbard.” Other major projects in this genealogy
would include Aristotle’s Historia Animalium, Pliny the Elder’s Naturalis Historia, the
natural history writings of Francis Bacon, and the contemporary grand Encyclopédie of
Diderot and d’ Alembert.
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Ultimately, Buffon’s text employs strategies for both comprehension and esthetic
appreciation, but it is esthetics that is privileged. Both are said to be necessary for the
production of knowledge, but, in the language of the work, it is the sense of style or taste
[go1if] that enjoys more favored treatment. One may wonder at this place of importance
accorded to the esthetic in a work primarily concerned with contesting and
communicating empirical knowledge of the natural world. An examination of the
analytic strategies and the esthetic strategies at work will illustrate this preference. To
consider some revelatory examples, we will analyze passages and images drawn from the
Histoire naturelle’s volumes on quadrupeds (tomes I though XV). We will limit
ourselves to the quadrupeds texts because they appear in the only volumes on which both
Buffon and Daubenton worked together. Additionally, their work on animals posed
complexities of representation in word and image that the later volumes on minerals and
birds did not. These challenges of representation bring to the surface the underlying
tectonic shifts in paradigm that I would argue make the Histoire naturelle one of the
intellectual ‘levers’ of the Enlightenment that eventually changed the very manner of
human cognition.?’

In a passage of the Histoire naturelle’s “Premier discours,” Buffon insists that
there is a deeper purpose to natural history. He wants to elevate the task of natural

history to something grander and more worthy of occupying savants. Buffon suggests

20 Among other texts performing similar epistemological and cognitive work in
this time period, I will refer again to the Encyclopédie of Diderot and d’ Alembert, noting
Diderot’s stated objective of “changer la facon commune de penser” [to change the
common way of thinking] (article “Encyclopédie,” 5:642A).
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that keen analytical work, which includes synthesizing observations, discovering links,
and using the power of analogies to uncover general truths about the operation of nature,
will open the paths to perfect understanding of the natural world (HN 1:51). Reliable
knowledge of the operations of the physical universe held the keys to instrumentalizing
information for the benefit of humankind.

Buffon and Daubenton’s work of observing and describing the quadrupeds of the
known world and setting that knowledge down on printed page was an Enlightenment
response to Descartes’ suggestion that the realm of the intellect could attain at least a
workman-like understanding of the physical world, and employ it for the mutual
betterment of the body and mind.?! Where previous natural philosophers seem hesitant to
claim worldly benefit without the support of spiritual justification, the authors of the
Histoire naturelle do not rely on moral language aside from certain framing remarks
about the creator.??

Throughout this section of the “Premier discours,” Buffon modulates between
body, mind, and vision. Buffon’s ideal savants have a disciplined vision that

encompasses both the broader context and particular details.

21 Descartes, Discours de la méthode, 1, 6.

22 Buffon’s writing in volumes I and II on geology, the formation of the Earth,
and the impossibility of physical interactions with the soul merited him a rebuke in
January 1751 from the Deputies and Corporate Body of the Faculté de Théologie de
Paris, whom he mollified with a response re-affirming the authority of Scripture and
making statements clarifying the orthodoxy of the objectionable passages, along with the
promise of including the rectifying correspondence in volume 4 of the Histoire naturelle
(HN 4:v-xvi).
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Une grande mémoire, de 1’assiduité & de 1’attention suffisent pour arriver
au premier but [la description exacte et les faits particuliers] ; mais il faut
ici quelque chose de plus, il faut des viies générales, un coup d’ceil ferme
& un raisonnement formé plus encore par la réflexion que par I’étude ; il
faut enfin cette qualité d’esprit qui nous fait saisir les rapports éloignez,
les rassembler & en former un corps d’idées raisonnées, apres en avoir
apprécié au juste les vraisemblances & en avoir pesé les probabilités. (HN
1:51)

These ideal savants reason and reflect rather than simply being masters of
established erudition. This practice of reason and reflection represents a new
understanding of epistemological practice and a major repositioning of the subject’s
relation to knowledge, as well as a transformation of the notion of author and authority.
Prior to this, the authority of canonical authors dictated that one collect, assemble, and
account for existing texts on a subject. By rejecting this convention, Buffon moves to
reposition the epistemological subject. Buffon and Daubenton do not just amass what has
been said already. To reason and reflect critically stands in opposition to the established
practice of relying safely on the past production of authorities. Buffon’s writing reveals
a shift in this practice. He is critical of even his contemporaries; he is driven to forge a
new way of producing knowledge. It should not rely on the imposition of arbitrary
systems (like Linnaean taxonomy), which could be a placeholder for authority from the
past. Instead, this practical, empirical way of producing knowledge should question what
is there — which is a difficult task and requires effort. Note the lexical field of physical
manipulation figured in the passage; seizing (saisir), distant things (€¢loignés), joining
them together (rassembler), and shaping (former). These are not gentle, unquestioning

acts of placing items where they “belong” on a list. Buffon calls our attention to the
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effort involved in this new kind of knowledge work. It is disruptive and creative. It does
not accept the old order. But it is not nihilistic; this work displaces objects out of the old
order and seeks to find not just a new order, but a reasoned order motivated by the logic
of the things themselves. It is an attempt to harmonize our mental system of
understanding with a fresh empirical observation of the physical world. As Foucault
argues in Les mots et les choses, this drastic shift in representational practice is indeed an
indication of change in the fundamental conditions of possibility of knowledge.??

In this new knowledge practice seen in Buffon and Daubenton’s work, disciplined
vision and reason together produce a quality of intellect that can deal in the realm of
relations. The savants’ intellect must see the analogies between different objects of the
material world and judge the truth and likelihood of those relations. The savants must be
capable of grasping disparate ideas and juxtaposing or joining them to form a unified
body of ideas, a reasoned body of ideas.

Buffon suggests that to attain the goal of perfecting knowledge of physics, of the
operation of the tangible, natural world, certain processes must be conducted by a person
possessing specific qualities. Doing what Buffon proposes requires more than what is
needed for doing history work (good memory, assiduous work, and attention, according
to Buffon). In his view, to master the work of description requires overall vision (“vues
générales™), a keen eye, and reasoning formed more by reflection than by study. In this

99 ¢¢

passage, Buffon’s text moves from a lexical field of vision (“des vues,” “coup d’oeil,”

23 Michel Foucault, Les mots et les choses; une archéologie des sciences
humaines, Bibliothéque des Sciences Humaines (Paris: Gallimard, 1966).
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and “réflexion” as a homonym for visual reflection), to a lexical field of physical

2 ¢ 99 ¢ 9 ¢

manipulation (“saisir,” “éloignés,” “rassembler,” “en former”), and finally to terms of
evaluation (“avoir appréci€,” and “avoir pes¢”). Through this transition, the text first
presents visual substantives, then infinitives of faire causatif (physical manipulations),
followed by infinitif passé (evaluation). The text presents the sequence of operations in
distorted chronology, using the past infinitive to refer to previously accomplished actions
even though given as the last words in the passage. The body of reasoned ideas is formed
after the relationships among the parts have been evaluated.

Here the material and mental world work together, passing the object from vision
to intellect, performing almost tangible mental manipulations that then are exteriorized in
physical form as text — shareable knowledge of natural history. The text of this work
then is the exteriorization of the “body of reasoned ideas” (corps d’idées raisonnées). A
physical manifestation of thought, intended to be re-processed by the mind later, is what
cognitive psychologists today call distributed cognition. Buffon cautions that both
method and medium are crucial to the preservation of this knowledge. Without method,
what is shared is an arbitrary arrangement of words; rather, a good method follows and
supports the very order of things itself and guides reasoning.>* Without proper recording,
knowledge may be lost. Buffon conjectures that if any great thinkers of the past did

reach such an elevated point in natural history, their work is lost to the Modernes of the

eighteenth century. Nonetheless, what Buffon and Daubenton accomplish with the text

24 This repositioning of epistemological perspective is a major focus of Foucault’s
Les mots et les choses (Paris: Gallimard, 1966).
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object of the Histoire naturelle breaks with the Anciens in more than just nomenclature
and method to then create the conditions of possibility for a more fundamental
disruption.?

Michel Foucault’s work on the conditions of possibility underlying knowledge
and systems of representation has a profound impact on our reading of the Histoire
naturelle. Foucault is well-known for his work on representation and his elucidation of
the concept of the “archeology of knowledge.” This archeological model emphasizes
chronology via the disruptive changes in the knowing subject’s relation to what is known
and how that knowledge is structured.?® In Les mots et les choses (The Order of Things),
Foucault develops his theory of the épistéme. Foucault uses this Greek term to
conceptualize a theory that epistemology is widely shared within Western culture and that
it undergoes periodic sudden changes which fundamentally re-structure representational
practices. I argue that the Histoire naturelle should be seen as one of the levers that

functioned to shift the episteme of the siecle des Lumieres.

25 The quarrel of the Ancients and the Moderns was a spirited debate that arose in
the late seventeenth century opposing the intellectual authority of classical antiquity
against the progress of modern invention. See Jennifer Tsien and Jacques Morizot, “18th
Century French Aesthetics,” in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Edward N.
Zalta, Winter 2019 (Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford University, 2019),
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2019/entries/aesthetics-18th-french/.

26 1t is in L ’Archéologie du savoir (Paris: Gallimard, 1969) that Foucault makes
explicit the methods and archeological approach to historiography he used implicitly in
earlier works such as La Naissance de la clinique (Paris: PUF 1963) and Les mots et les
choses (Paris: Gallimard, 1966). In fact, using the term ‘archeology’ is a catachresis for
Foucault who was searching for an exact term to render his concept and finding none that
fit perfectly.
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For Foucault, the concept of archeological method helps to explain the intellectual
excavation of the series of discontinuities and ruptures that succeed one another in
contingent fashion throughout history, rather than as a sort of linear, rational, or
inevitable progression. Additionally, archeology evokes the excavation of what is
normally hidden from view, affording an important place to the unconscious and
unspoken as shaping forces for what may be meaningfully verbalized during a given era.
Foucault posits that unconscious rules, or discursive formations, dictate not just what
statements can mean, but rather 7ow they mean, and that these rules change over time.
This results in an unspoken set of boundaries on how knowledge is framed, authorized,
expressed, and organized.

As aradical challenge to a claim of true objectivity, Foucault’s exploration points
out that the epistemic underpinnings of knowledge and theory change and are thus
filtered by a discursive framework. The episteme presents the conditions of possibility
for knowledge and truth. “In any given culture and at any given moment, there is always
only one episteme that defines the conditions of possibility of all knowledge, whether
expressed in a theory or silently invested in a practice.”?’ Foucault traces the changes in
the epistemic framework from the Renaissance through the classical period and into the
modern era. He asserts that the very manner of thinking changes with these changes. But
what causes or allows these tectonic shifts in thought? While Foucault’s archeological
approach would indicate that the Histoire naturelle illustrates the episteme of the siecle

des Lumieres, my argument is that we can take this idea further to suggest that the work

27 Foucault, L Archéologie du savoir, 168.
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undertaken by Buffon and Daubenton in the Histoire naturelle was a marker of epistemic
disruption in the eighteenth century. As outlined in the “Premier discours” and actualized
in the entries on quadrupeds, the Histoire naturelle offers a cognitive remapping of the
world.

Foucault points us to a history of thought conceptualized as a discovery of
succeeding layers of not simply thought, but of the entire system of what is possible to
think. Foucault suggests that this succession is not a smooth progressive evolution.

Genealogy does not resemble the evolution of a species and does not map
the destiny of a people. On the contrary, to follow the complex course of
descent is to maintain passing events in their proper dispersion; it is to
identify the accidents, the minute deviations — or conversely, the complete
reversals — the errors, the false appraisals, and the faulty calculations that
gave birth to those things that continue to exist and have value for us; it is
to discover that truth or being does not lie at the root of what we know and
what we are, but the exteriority of accidents.?®

Therefore, in this light, we may see that the Histoire naturelle attempts to do
something more than simply continue the conversation about nature and the world with
new information to fit within the old framework. Instead it creates an entirely new
representational model for thinking about the world. What is exciting is that it is not just

writing about a proposed new way of thinking, it employs the written page to create a

new experience of thinking the world. The Histoire naturelle’s reader potentially creates

28 Michel Foucault, “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,” in Language, Counter-
memory, Practice: Selected Essays and Interviews, ed. D.F. Bouchard (Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 1977), 146.
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or performs new thought processes in reading the text, tables, and engravings of the
Histoire naturelle.

A close examination of the text and illustrations of the Histoire naturelle reveals
the ways this work positions itself in relation to the pre-existing way of thinking about
the objects we encounter in the physical world. More importantly, this examination
demonstrates how the text functions to disrupt the existing episteme and shape a new one.
The “Premier discours” of the Histoire naturelle serves as an entry point, orienting the
reader and our study of the work as a tool of epistemic disruption.

The “Premier discours” clearly inscribes the text of the Histoire naturelle in a
grand lineage. It opens with an epigraph from Pliny’s Naturalis Historia (written in CE
77-79). The quote, from Pliny’s preface, comments on the difficulty of the task of
describing nature and in so doing to “give novelty to what is old, authority to what is
new.”? Pliny in fact claims to be the only one, Roman or Greek, to have ventured a
complete description of nature; thus Buffon’s claim of similarity to Pliny’s work for his
own eighteenth-century Histoire naturelle is a bold one. A reader familiar with Pliny
might recognize that Buffon stopped his own citation short of the last phrase of Pliny’s
passage, which begged clemency if the work fell short of completion, for “even if we
have not succeeded, it is honourable and glorious in the fullest measure to have resolved

on the attempt” (translation by Rackham). Buffon is doubly bold therefore to exclude

29 In the original Latin, “Res ardua vetustis novitatem dare, novis auctoritatem,
obsoletis nitorem, obscuris lucem, fastiditis gratiam, dubiis fidem; omnibus vero naturam,
& nature sum omnia.” See Rackham’s translation of Pliny’s Preface in Pliny, Naturalis
Historia (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1938) 11.
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this appeal to merit for the effort alone; he envisions completion from the outset. Paul
Farber also comments on the Histoire naturelle’s explicit debt to authors of antiquity,
stating that Buffon navigated between system building and radical empiricism,
“consciously placing himself in the tradition of the great naturalists of antiquity, Aristotle
and Pliny, who he felt studied the particulars of nature in order to discover its underlying
laws.”3? Buffon’s text, however, must be read as a rephrasing of what constitutes
authority in the discussion and classification of nature.

The Histoire naturelle is similar to and different from Pliny’s work. Like Pliny’s
Naturalis Historia, this work offers a tour of the natural world, and like the Latin work,
this one discusses the objects of study all in relation to humankind. However, a major
difference between the two is that Pliny’s natural world abounded in divine, pantheistic
presence. According to that teleological view, nature was a nurturing goddess whose
main purpose was to serve the human race. In that view, nature is constantly in the
process of caring for humankind, and this is nature’s purpose and goal. Buffon and
Daubenton’s work sets aside the pantheistic divine to focus instead on empirical
observations, exact descriptions, and faithful histories. And here, faith is placed in what
can be corroborated by the evidence of the senses and repeated experimentation, rather
than in metaphysical claims or spiritual authorities.

Buffon further distances his text from his predecessors by excluding tales of

fanciful creatures from the pages of the Histoire naturelle. For Buffon, the claim to

30 See Farber, “Buffon and Daubenton: Divergent Traditions within the Histoire
Naturelle,” particularly 65-66.
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exactitude and faithful, observation-based truth outweighed his predecessors’ common
agenda of comprehensive coverage. Buffon criticizes other natural history authors, in
particular the popularizer Noél-Antoine Pluche, for including entries on creatures they
had not seen in order to include the work of preceding authorities.?! Here again we see
the authors’ effort to position this work in opposition to previous similar projects. The
authority of the Histoire naturelle emanates from a different place than that of other
natural histories — its authority does not come from the pedigree of previous writings
collected and indexed in the new text, but rather the predecessor texts are a priori
rejected and the authority of the Histoire naturelle derives from that rejection. This
critical stance represents an epistemic disruption and reflects a different episteme which
is in the process of formation, one which places authority in empirical evidence.

One other crucial difference between the two works is their stated object. Pliny’s
text cites Nature and even life itself as the object of study. Buffon defines nature
differently to include “tous les objets que nous présente [’'Univers” (HN “Premier
discours,” 1:3). We note that Buffon specifically does not invoke the ambiguous
referentiality of “Nature” and all of that term’s spiritual and allegorical implications here.
Where the figure of Nature might open the Histoire naturelle’s work to exactly the sort of

pantheistic approach Pliny embraced, Buffon limits this study to the “vaste spectacle” of

31 One may also consider that Pluche’s book had another aim — to encourage
young people to pursue natural history studies themselves — which may have influenced
the content selection strategy. Pluche’s goal is apparent in the full title of the work, Le
spectacle de la nature, ou Entretiens sur les particularités de |’Histoire naturelle qui ont
paru les plus propres a rendre les jeunes gens curieux et a leur former [’esprit, 9 vols.
(Paris: Freres Estienne, 1732).
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the universe offered to the human mind via the senses, particularly vision (spectacle).
Buffon selects the word “univers” rather than nature, so as to encompass the entire
natural world while avoiding the potential allegorical contamination that the term
“nature” might bring to the text here where the reader first enters it. Once they have
established this clarification in the beginning, Buffon and Daubenton will use the word
nature with its various connotations later in the text, just not to define the proper object of
their study.

We should note that particularly in eighteenth-century French writing the term
“nature” is employed by many authors for many different ends. French literary and
intellectual historian Paul Hazard went so far as to claim that the main idea of the
eighteenth century was not that of progress, but rather nature.? Nature may serve to refer
to myths of classical antiquity, it may be an idealized Edenic space, it may be an active or
passive agent shaping living organisms — often then signaled by the proper noun
“Nature” — and it may serve as a substitute for God in discussions of natural religion.
Buffon’s choice to select “the objects that the universe presents us” as the focus of the
study is a careful choice to avoid the potential problems with the term “nature” that was

much in vogue and dangerously polyvalent.33

32 Paul Hazard, La crise de la conscience européenne, 1680-1715, Les grandes
¢tudes littéraires (Paris: A Fayard, 1963).

33 To give an idea of the breadth of the usage of nature in the French eighteenth-
century, Jean Ehrard’s careful and exhaustive work on the subject, L ’idée de nature en
France dans la premiere moitié du XVIlle siecle (Paris: S.E.V.P.E.N., 1963), covers the
usage in painstaking detail over 861 pages. Note that Ehrard chose to limit his study to
only the first half of the century, finding that the subject becomes even more complex
after the mid-century mark and the philosophical discussions that precede and accompany
the French Revolution.
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Buffon thus frames the object of study for natural history differently than many
predecessors, emphasizing empirical observation of the objects presented to the senses
rather than a potentially theological observation of the work of the divine, i.e. “Nature.”
Given this care to shear the metaphysical associations from the objects of study, it may
then come as a surprise that Buffon defines the natural historian’s work as not just
analytical, but also explicitly esthetic.

In the “Premier discours,” after citing the imperfection of even the most assiduous
work of previous natural historians, Buffon encourages praise for their patience and hard
work.

car il y a une espece de force de génie & de courage d’esprit a pouvoir
envisager, sans s’étonner, la Nature dans la multitude innombrable de ses
productions, & a se croire capable de les comprendre & de les comparer ;
il y a une espece de gott a les aimer, plus grand que le goiit qui n’a pour
but que des objets particuliers ; & 1’on peut dire que 1’amour de 1’étude de
la Nature suppose dans I’esprit deux qualités qui paroissent opposées, les
grandes viies d’un génie ardent qui embrasse tout d’un coup d’ceil, & les
petites attentions d’un instinct laborieux qui ne s’attache qu’a un seul
point. [...]

Mais lorsqu’on est parvenu a rassembler des échantillons de tout ce qui
peuple I’Univers, lorsqu’apres bien des peines on a mis dans un méme lieu
des modeles de tout ce qui se trouve répandu avec profusion sur la terre, &
qu’on jette pour la premicre fois les yeux sur ce magasin rempli de choses
diverses, nouvelles & étrangeres, la premiére sensation qui en résulte, est
un ¢tonnement mél¢ d’admiration, & la premicre réflexion qui suit, est un
retour humiliant sur nous-mémes. (HN 1:4)

The esthetic activity of the natural historian dominates his analytical activity. In
Buffon’s Histoire naturelle, the tension between analytical and esthetic reflects his
concern to mark their differences while still conserving both as necessary to the work. By

opening a space of opposites in constant dynamic relation inside creative activity, Buffon
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positions artistic creation as effective, positive, and meaningful. In this text, esthetic
work is predicated on two intellectual qualities, described in a way that creates a vast and
dynamic space for contemplation between them. One quality is that of the genius of the
“big picture” who can take it all in and conceive a vision of the whole. The second
quality is the laborious attention to fine detail on the part of the savant who can focus on
but a single point. A few lines of text in this passage are devoted to describing the
willpower and courage to perform analytical work, drawing from a lexical field of effort
and resistance with terms like force, courage, s étonner, innombrable, and se croire
capable. However, the esthetic action receives about 50% more text treatment in the
paragraph. The lexical field associated with esthetic work is much more positive,
grouping together terms such as aimer, plus grand, le gotit, [’amour, la Nature, [’esprit,
grandes vues, génie ardent, and embrasser. Additionally, where the analytical is
characterized with a lexical network of effort against resistance, the esthetic is depicted
with terms of effective intellectual work and goal achieved: [’étude, le but, supposer,
embrasser tout, d 'un coup, petites attentions, laborieux, and un point.

Buffon’s move to value génie merits a closer examination of what exactly is
meant by the term in the eighteenth century. Not only does the direct translation into the
English word “genius” pose an unfortunate semantic simplification (“An exceptionally
intelligent or talented person, or one with exceptional skill in a particular area of art,
science,” Oxford English Dictionary), there are aspects of the French word “génie” in the
1700s that we would be well-advised to recall. Deriving from two different etymological

origins (divinité tutélaire and production/genése) and having multiple distinct definitions,
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the word génie is at once obvious and hard to pin down. Genius is an evaluative term
whose value is historically and culturally constructed. Ann Jefferson, in Genius in
France: An Idea and Its Uses, argues that in the eighteenth century the word came to fill
a need to describe something or someone possessing both superior quality and distinctive
character.>* Jean-Alexandre Perras posits that in eighteenth-century France, the term
genius underwent a semantic shift from primarily describing quality to designating a
person, that is, to call out from among the commonplace and elevate an individual as
being a genius. “At the time Mercier was writing [1801], the issue is not that genius is a
matter of gradation, as he suggests, but of essence. [...] At the end of the eighteenth
century, genius has become synonymous with a superior individual.”3’

The “Premier discours” expresses a desire for a greater conformity between
language and the signified. The complexity of the language of description, the failures of
systematic nomenclatures, and the seemingly inevitable gap between description and the
described are all targets of Buffon’s criticism.

Cette prétention qu’ont les Botanistes, d’établir des systémes généraux,
parfaits & méthodiques, est donc peu fondée ; aussi leurs travaux n’ont pa
aboutir qu’a nous donner des méthodes défectueuses, |[...]

c’est comme si on vouloit connoitre la différence des animaux par la
différence de leurs peaux ou par celle des parties de la génération; & qui
ne voit que cette fagon de connoitre n’est pas une science, & que ce n’est
tout au plus qu’'une convention, une langue arbitraire, un moyen de

s ‘entendre, mais dont il ne peut résulter aucune connoissance réelle? Me
seroit-il permis de dire ce que je pense sur ’origine de ces différentes

3% Ann Jefferson, Genius in France: An Idea and Its Uses (Princeton, N.J.:
Princeton University Press, 2015).

35 Jean-Alexandre Perras, “Genius as Commonplace in Early Modern France,”
L Esprit créateur 55, no. 2 (2015): 21.
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méthodes, & sur les causes qui les ont multipliées au point
qu’actuellement la Botanique elle-méme est plus aisée a apprendre que la
nomenclature, qui n’en est que la langue? Me seroit-il permis de dire
qu’un homme auroit pliitot fait de graver dans sa mémoire les figures de
toutes les plantes, & d’en avoir des idées nettes, ce qui est la vraie
Botanique, que de retenir tous les noms que les différentes méthodes
donnent a ces plantes, & que par conséquent la langue est devenue plus
difficile que la science? (Emphasis mine; HN 1:15-16)

He advocates for a transparency and semiotic immediacy in the system of
representation that would seem impossible for the number of specimens the universe
would present. In a move that appears almost nostalgic of Edenic universality, the
“Premier discours” proposes that each individual specimen (animal, plant, or mineral) be
given one single name, but if similar enough to others that differ only by some specific
trait, then distinguished with an adjective for each gradation of difference (HN “Premier
discours,” 1:22). In this fashion, language would be made to conform to the physical
existence of each object, approaching an asymptotic limit where speech almost evokes
the thing itself. (Diderot examines this same quandary where perfect description would
be as complex as the world it seeks to describe in his article “Encyclopédie”).?® Buffon

does not clarify what language would accomplish this task, neither condemning the use of

Latin nor promoting the use of French.

36 This recalls Diderot’s comment in the article “Encyclopédie” about the
impossibility of a grand endeavor of representation to exclude the arbitrary, “L’univers
soit réel soit intelligible a une infinité de points de viie sous lesquels il peut étre
représenté, & le nombre des systémes possibles de la connoissance humaine est aussi
grand que celui de ces points de viie. Le seul, d’ou I’arbitraire seroit exclu, ¢’est comme
nous 1’avons dit dans notre Prospectus, le systéme qui existoit de toute éternité dans la
volonté de Dieu.” (Encyclopédie 5:640).
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Buffon does not want to apply a predefined system to the observations. He feels
this use of such a system would skew and filter the results beforehand, missing the truth.
Taxonomy and classification systems necessarily introduce the arbitrary into the process,
according to Buffon (HN “Premier discours,” 1:13), which is the basis of his argument
against the Linnaean system. To establish a basis for the approach he proposes, Buffon
first argues the weakness of every other system: “en effet se proposer de faire une
méthode parfaite, c’est se proposer un travail impossible” (HN “Premier discours,” 1:14).
However, Buffon admits that in trying to find the perfect system, many other useful
things were discovered. The false goal serves a useful purpose, nonetheless. While he
critiques other savants (Gesner, Linnaeus, Aldrovandi, de Tournefort, and botanists in
general) who have created or populated these other systems of nomenclature, he admits
some utility to their works as an index to similar specimens. However, he ultimately
dismisses each of these methods as producing nothing more than a “dictionnaire” where
the specimens are ordered relative to the central classifying philosophy and thus in an
order just as arbitrary as alphabetical order (HN “Premier discours,” 1:24).

Buffon expresses a desire for transparent language that accurately translates the
natural object in an epistemological context. An absolutely essential point for our
understanding the grander epistemological work of the Histoire naturelle is to realize that
for Buffon, taxonomies cleave the object from its network of natural relationships and
strip description of its ability to connect disparate items to the world structure that helps
humans make sense of them. The discursive, literal language of categorization fails

somehow in the task of signifying adequately. In contrast, descriptive texts can sustain
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context. Buffon is not alone in his strong use of description in this period. In her book
Unfinished Enlightenment, Joanna Stalnaker rehabilitates description as more than a
support to narration in the eighteenth century, arguing that description was used to make
the reader enter the world of ideas and objects.?” The Histoire naturelle operates
precisely through inviting the reader into an experience of the world and its objects. This
experience breaks with that offered by other natural history works. It shears away what
Buffon and Daubenton deemed superfluous in others’ approaches but also contextualizes
and figures this knowledge in structures of relationship to supply a sense of place and
order.

Buffon critiques two camps of natural historians — those who have no method, and
those who want to make everything fit into one particular pre-established system (HN
“Premier discours,” 1:23). The first group he calls the “curieux” who seek primarily
entertainment and novelty and who lack their own ability to discriminate beyond what the
seller of curiosities tells them. The second are the more knowledgeable but blinded by
their dedication to one particular method. They wind up burdening the field with their
own faulty ideas, distorting observations to fit their theory, or losing their ability to see
things as they truly are. The perils of conflating truth with the concept of objectivity

have been elegantly explored by Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison.*® Both Buffon’s

37 See Joanna Stalnaker, The Unfinished Enlightenment: Description in the Age of
the Encyclopedia (Ithaca NY: Cornell University Press, 2010) xi—xii and 3-27, for an in-
depth discussion of the greater value description as a genre held in the eighteenth century.

38 In Objectivity (New York: Zone Books, 2007), Daston and Galison explore the
history of the concept of objectivity, exposing how differences in the use of the concept
over time point to different epistemological regimes.
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critique and Daston and Galison’s history of objectivity point to the role of the observer
and the partiality of perception in what is supposed to be an impartial truth claim. Daston
and Galison examine how the term “objectivity” is often accepted to refer to an unbiased,
universal empirical claim; however, particularly in scientific study, this claim can be
shown to reflect observer bias. One example they cite is the tendency of an observer
recording water droplets to smooth out irregularities in the drawings used as laboratory
data, assuming the irregularities were caused by imperfection in the experimental process
or equipment. This was done without an overt decision to change the data, but in a desire
to present the “best data.” It was not until a camera was used to record the droplet
impacts that the irregularities were recorded and became data to explore the physics. The
photographic technology imposed a sort of “mechanical objectivity,” which changed the
accepted truth from an ideal image to a particular image, opening the door to perceive
variations in the specimens. The change in approach leads to the disruption of what is
accepted as truth. The Histoire naturelle’s disruption in approach also challenges the
way truth is constituted in eighteenth-century knowledge writing.

Buffon creates space for what we may term his anti-system of natural history by
opposition to what he has reviewed and found wanting in others’ attempts. The Histoire
naturelle declares itself to be systematic in its rejection of systems, claiming an
immediacy of language that situates each object in its context, with each object described
so unambiguously that its truth must be apparent. Not only the description but the
contextualization is critical to place the object within the epistemological framework of

the mind apprehending it. For Buffon, description alone is not enough. He instead
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proposes that “la vraie méthode, [...] est la description complete & 1’histoire exacte de
chaque chose en particulier” (HN “Premier discours,” 1:25). Beyond requiring that
description be paired with history, he finds fault with others’ descriptive work. Buffon
critiques previous efforts at description, “Dans le grand nombre d’Auteurs qui ont écrit
sur I’Histoire Naturelle, il y en a fort peu qui aient bien décrit” (HN “Premier discours,”
1:25). For Buffon, description loses its quality of truth when it is written with
presuppositions or preconceived systems in mind. Excesses of style, ornamentation,
imagination, or extraneous erudition are among the flaws he decries in other natural
history works, such as in Aldrovandi,* the works of German scholars of Buffon’s day,
and indeed “presque dans tous les livres faits il y a cent ou deux cens ans” (HN 1:26).
Buffon has proposed that his Histoire naturelle shall have for its object actual specimens
of the natural world, not the collected imperfect writings of previous authors. He depicts
Aldrovandi writing a natural history by sitting in the library poring over various books by
authors of many disparate disciplines from all time periods ranging from classical
antiquity to his contemporaries, compiling a thick file of notes on every word written on
each animal. Buffon critiques Aldrovandi as representative of this type of natural history
writer for not having the courage to discard any of the previous written description.
Buffon employs hyperbole with repeated “every... every... every” in a list of sources not

of natural knowledge, but of mystification; superstitions, old wives’ tales, accounts of

39 Ttalian naturalist Ulisse Adrovandi, 1522-1605. Both Buffon and Linnaeus
point to Aldrovandi as an important predecessor in natural history. See “Aldrovandus” in
Joseph Thomas’ Universal Pronouncing Dictionary of Biography and Mythology
(Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott & Co., 1870).
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miracles from different religious traditions, poetic comparisons, and animal
representations in ancient hieroglyphs, in short, “toutes les histoires & toutes les fables
dont on s’est jamais avis¢ au sujet des cogs ou des beeufs” (HN 1:28). The result of this
heteroclite mixture of supernatural tales, literary invention, and undiscriminating
compilation of previous texts is a “fratras d’écritures,” in Buffon’s view (HN 1:28). Not
only does Buffon want to clean up descriptive writing, he stresses the need to create
context and relation between the object of study and the human subject apprehending it.
History, as Buffon conceives of it, is what provides this context.

In the Buffonian project, history is even more important than description for true
natural history. “Les choses [...] ne sont encore rien lorsqu’elles ont un nom, mais elles
commencent a exister pour nous lorsque nous leur connaissons des rapports” (HN
“Premier discours,” 1:25). The faithful history of each specimen gives the context and
relationships necessary for understanding. One proof of the primacy of history for
Buffon can be seen in the fact that he himself undertook the history portion of each entry,
assigning Daubenton the separate entries for description and associated inventory of royal
curiosities. Buffon’s phrase, cited above, makes an interesting assertion about cognition
and representation. He claims that things exist for a subject, in this case “nous,” when we
know some relation to them, not simply when we know the word for it. It is not enough
to have a name for things. Language divorced from context has no meaning. Things are
still nothing [rien] when they are given a name. At this point we remark that Buffon is
describing a progression. Objects are still nothing when they have a name, claims

Buffon, but they begin to exist when the knowing subject can integrate the object into a
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framework of relationships [rapports]. This interpretation must be further nuanced to
acknowledge that Buffon is not claiming that objects lack physical existence independent
of the knowing subject, but rather that these things begin to exist for us [pour nous] when
we perceive relationships that integrate this new knowledge into some framework. These
rapports are ambiguous — how are we to understand the expression “nous leur
connaissons des rapports?” One could argue that the rapports are rooted in the “nous” of
the phrase, and that these rapports are in relation to the subject (nous). This agrees with
what cognitive scientists claim about how human beings process and represent new
knowledge.*’ In this case, Buffon is arguing that any taxonomy which merely assigns a
word to a specimen, without creating a link to other knowledge, is empty language, a sign
devoid of significance. He does not reject the need for a name, stating that this is a
beginning to create meaning, its early status marked by the “encore” paired with the
negation “ne ... rien,” showing that it is not yet that which it will become. The process of
becoming continues with the elucidation of links to other knowledge.

As I mentioned, the ambiguous status of the rapports from the phrase “nous leur
connaissons des rapports” leads us in two directions. Either the rapports are to the
perceiving subject, or among the objects being studied. The subject is able to bring the
object into existence within his/her mind through the relation to other knowledge the

subject already possesses or through understanding the relation between the object

40 Among many others, one could refer to David Paul Ausubel, The Acquisition
and Retention of Knowledge: A Cognitive View (Dordrecht; London: Springer, 2011) and
M. Sera and A. Martin, “Developmental Relationships between Language and
Cognition,” in Encyclopedia of Language & Linguistics (Second Edition), ed. Keith
Brown (Oxford: Elsevier, 2006), 491-500.
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studied and other objects. The ambiguity of the use of ‘rapports’ here points us to a mode
of understanding that is figural and not easily expressed in literal language. Perhaps for
us to understand something we need to know how the object interacts with other objects
in the world. In this case, Buffon would be making a claim against innate ideas and
emphasizing that all of our knowledge of the world is mediated by the senses and that we
must record the interaction of one thing with another in our minds to begin to understand
the object of study. This interpretation may be strengthened when one considers the
progressive nature of knowledge that Buffon represents in this model. The progress of
knowledge is at its very beginning with naming (/es choses ne sont encore rien
lorsqu’elles ont un nom), and then knowledge begins to form a representational solidity
when the links, relations, and interactions are known to us (elles commencent a exister
pour nous lorsque nous leur connaissons des rapports). This model of progressive
understanding indicates that there is still more to come for this object fully to exist for us.
For the Histoire naturelle, knowledge does not exist without a knowing subject capable
of attaching a name to the object and perceiving some relationship between this object
and previously acquired knowledge. Existence of the object is predicated on the subject’s
ability to represent the object in a cognitive framework of relation.

The Histoire naturelle creates a complex mental object from the fusion and
separation of description and history, language that points to the tangible and a context
that defines the object’s place in the world and relation to human beings. To conduct this
advancement of truth, the Histoire naturelle pairs one text of description with one text of

history.
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We should take a moment to understand history as the concept is being used by
Buffon in the eighteenth century. In the entry for “Histoire” in the Dictionnaire de

[’Académie frangaise (1694, first edition), we read, “Narration des actions & des choses

241

dignes de mémoire.”*" The definition places emphasis on narration with the criterion that

the items related be “worthy of memory.” We note that the value judgment of worthiness
is entirely in the realm of the subjective. However, in the Encyclopédie’s entry on

“Histoire” we find an emphasis on truth, “le récit des faits donnés pour vrais; au contraire

9942

de la fable, qui est le récit des faits donnés pour faux.”** The more specific entry for

“Histoire Naturelle” in the Encyclopédie gives the vast scope of the subject and defines
good descriptive practice:

L’objet de I’Histoire naturelle est aussi étendu que la nature; il comprend
tous les étres [...] L Histoire naturelle, dans toute son étendue,
embrasseroit I'univers entier, puisque les astres, 1’air & les météores sont
compris dans la nature comme le globe terrestre.

La description des productions de la nature fait la base de son histoire;
[...] Il y a deux sortes de descriptions; les unes sont incomplettes, & les
autres sont complettes. Dans les premieres, on n’a pour but que de
caractériser chaque chose au point de la faire distinguer des autres: cette
description n’est qu’une dénomination, le plus souvent fort équivoque [...]
Les descriptions complettes expriment tous les objets en entier; & non
seulement elles les font reconnoitre sans équivoque, mais elles indiquent
les rapports qui se trouvent entre leurs parties constituantes.*

41 Académie frangaise, Dictionnaire de I’Académie frangaise. Tome premier, A-L
(Paris: Coignard, 1694).

2 Encyclopédie, 8:220.
4 Encyclopédie, 8:225-26.
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The anonymous author of this entry also adds an explanation of how both
observers and admirers contribute to the cultivation of this knowledge: ,*

De tous ceux qui travaillent a I’Histoire naturelle, ou qui s’occupent de ces
matériaux, les uns observent les productions de la nature & méditent sur
leurs observations: leur objet est de perfectionner la science & de
connoitre la vérité; les autres recueillent ces mémes productions de la
nature & les admirent: leur objet est d’étaler toutes ces merveilles, & de
les faire admirer. Ceux - ci contribuent peut-&tre autant a I’avancement de
I’Histoire naturelle que les premiers, puisqu’ils rendent les observations
plus faciles en rassemblant les productions de la nature dans ces
cabinets.*

In the early volumes of the Histoire naturelle, the description is written by
Daubenton while the history is given by Buffon, in entirely separate entries. Indeed, as
seen below (Figure 1.1 and Figure 1.2), each is given a separate table of contents, which
we can now comment on more fully. Why insist on such separation when the texts are

conceived from the outset as partners in the same project, to be bound together in the

same printed object?

# The entry “Nature” was to have been written by Buffon, but due to a
disagreement between Buffon and the encyclopedists, Buffon withdrew his participation.
4 Encyclopédie, 8:225-26.
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Figure 1.1 and Figure 1.2. Side by side comparison of the table of contents
pages for Buffon and Daubenton’s contributions to Tome 4 of the Histoire
naturelle. (HN 4:iii—iv)

The tension between two approaches to the work of writing natural history is
evident from the beginning, that is to say, from the table(s) of contents, as we saw in the
introduction to this chapter. The volumes of the Histoire naturelle contain two separate
tables of contents, often on separate pages: one for Buffon’s contributions, and one for
those of Daubenton. Here we have Buffon contributing an entry on each animal, and
Daubenton contributing a separate entry for the same animal. Logically, based on the
visual layout and sequence of the table of contents, one might expect the first half of the

book to contain Buffon’s contributions and the second half those of Daubenton.
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However, their entries are interspersed within the volume. Reading in sequence, one
finds Buffon’s text followed immediately by Daubenton’s text, and then a third entry by
Daubenton cataloguing the contents of the royal collection [cabinet du roi] that relate to
that particular specimen.

This separation of each entry for a single animal into three texts points to an
uneasy truce among different ways of representing the animal. The Histoire naturelle as
a whole combines or contains different rhetorical strategies but sustains tension among
them by including them as completely separate texts. Each entry consists of a separate
text for history which deploys narrative and invokes relationship, another text for
systematic and ekphrastic description along with tables of numeric measurements, and
yet another separate text for the catalog of the related items in the king’s cabinet. The
Histoire naturelle presents the texts alongside each other, but without taking the editorial
step to integrate them into one. However, the different texts do rely on and refer to each
other.

Both Buffon’s history and Daubenton’s description draw upon the items in the
king’s cabinet as a corpus of specimens upon which to found their observations. The
engraved illustrations are often made from a view of the physical sample of those
specimens, often skeletons or preserved organs. Buffon’s text refers the reader to
examples in Daubenton’s entries, and likewise Daubenton cites Buffon’s observations.
The texts work with each other, but in some tension. They do not resolve to a single

unified text. For some reason, Buffon, as head of the project, kept them distinct.
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Buffon did at one time attempt to resolve the tension among the components of
the entries. In 1767 he published, with the printer Panckoucke, an edition of the Histoire
naturelle without Daubenton’s descriptions. However, subsequent editions reverted to
including Daubenton’s descriptions.*® This may serve as proof that this work, as a whole,
requires the balance of these different approaches in tandem. Perhaps a forensic study of
some eighteenth-century examples of the Histoire naturelle would yield information
about which pages received the most attention from readers (possibly from traces of oils
from readers’ fingers or microscopic changes in pigment from exposure to light). I
would wager that Daubenton’s descriptions, particularly the pages of measurements,
received less reader attention than other portions of the Histoire naturelle since the tables
cannot be read in a linear fashion as narration or even description without a highly
elevated effort of interpretation. And yet, they are somehow essential to the balance and

function of the Histoire naturelle as a whole.

46 For more on the reception of the Histoire naturelle and its many editions and
compilations, see Louise Robbins, Elephant Slaves and Pampered Parrots: Exotic
Animals in Eighteenth-Century France (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press,
2002) 170-76.
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Figure 1.3 Source: Bibliothéque Nationale de France

Figure 1.3. Example of one of Daubenton’s table of comparative anatomy
measurements (HN 5:30)

I propose several reasons why these tables of measurement serve an essential
function for the Histoire naturelle. The first reason is that they create a foundation of
empirical observation for the volumes. There are so many pages of measurements that it
is impossible not to see them even if only casually perusing the volumes. No reader
could ignore that the text offers an invitation to independent verification by anyone with a

measuring device. The mere fact that the measurements are laid out in clear tables makes
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it a simple affair to compare Daubenton’s results with one’s own. To offer this
vulnerability to criticism is both to invite that criticism and to proclaim a stance of
assuredness regarding the accuracy of Daubenton’s data.

A second reason these tables are essential is that they create a third type of page in
the Histoire naturelle: text, illustration, and table. This creates a third trajectory through
the experience of the animal for the reader — a passage of an entirely different kind. The
page of tabular data, however, presents a unique experience of reading. Simply put, it is
not “readable” as a linear phrase; it interrupts and requires a different sort of mental
processing. The table requires a spatial form of interpretation to make any sense of it.
The reader must create a mental orientation with regard to the column headers and row
categories. One must keep in mind the gradation and different scale of the units for the
three numeric columns. In order to interpret the page of data, one must create a mental
image referring back to a visual either from previous personal experience or from one of
the illustrations in the Histoire naturelle, invoking a figural element to the reading of
these pages.

A third essential function I posit for these tables is to create an effect of truth and
orderliness. The very unreadability of the page repulses all but the most determined
reader. Can we imagine any but the most determined anatomist reading these pages in
their entirety? For this reason we may claim that, in addition to the reasons given above,
these pages exist to create an effect — to create an impression or a secular enchantment of
truth and order. The majority of readers will peruse these pages, receive the impression

of a stable, orderly world wherein all creatures can be compared with each other in a
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network of similarities, and move on to the other entries in the Histoire naturelle. 1
suspect that for most readers, these pages are processed more as an image than as distinct
phrases to be read. Daubenton’s work here instrumentalizes knowledge of the animals;
the measurements can be used by anyone involved in animal husbandry to assess an
individual animal against a set of norms or to create goals for a breeding program to
generate larger, stronger, more productive farm animals. These table pages also serve to
contextualize that knowledge, and to generate the effect on the readers that the text they
are reading frames the world in stability and orderliness. With the knowledge gained
from this work, humans might come to greater mastery over the creatures of nature and
their productions.

In considering how to master and possess nature accurately through writing,
Buffon weighs concerns for distinguishing humankind’s role in altering animals in his
representation. He attempts to capture both the domesticated and unaltered essence of
those animals, as well as address metaphysical questions of divine creation, purpose, and
ontological hierarchy brought up by the relationship of human and animal. To the degree
that humans interaction with the animal in question, there are degrees of mastery over the
animal. In domesticated animals, this mastery takes the form of putting those animals to
work for human society. In the case of undomesticated animals, the knowledge may
provide mastery over how to avoid or mitigate the possible risks from encounter with
those animals. Writing this knowledge is required to possess it in a durable, transmissible
form. This more powerful form of possession in a collective format places human beings

in a unique position to continue and improve this mastery of nature.
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As laid out in the “Premier discours”, the authors have organized their writing on
animals according to an anthropocentric schema, starting at those with which humans are
most familiar and ending with those that are least familiar. The first category is domestic
animals, and Buffon describes the relationship to humans in a brief explanatory text. In
this passage Buffon establishes a parallel between the Creator and humankind where God
is master of entire species and humans achieve mastery only over specific individual
animals or plants. It is indeed this subjugation of domesticated animals that complicates
the task of the natural historian, confusing the animal’s wild nature with its tamed habits.
“L’homme change 1’état naturel des animaux en les forcant a lui obéir, & les faisant
servir a son usage” (HN 4:169). Therefore the goal of a competent naturalist must be to
observe animals, particularly domesticated animals, well enough to “distinguer les faits
qui dépendent de I’instinct, de ceux qui ne viennent que de 1’éducation [...] & ne jamais
confondre 1’animal avec I’esclave, la béte de somme avec la créature de Dieu” (HN
4:169). Here, Buffon employs the rhetorical figure of chiasmus to represent creatures
such as horses, donkeys, and oxen as beginning and ending as animals and creations of
God [’animal, la créature de Dieu], while in between they suffer as slaves and beasts of
burden for humans [I’esclave, la béte de somme]. The subtle counter-pairing in the
chiastic structure separates the more highly charged elements, but encourages the reader’s
consideration of the opposition /’esclave - la créature de Dieu. Yet Buffon is far from
becoming the first animal-rights activist as he writes in the next paragraph that “I’empire
de I’homme sur les animaux est un empire 1égitime qu’aucune révolution ne peut

détruire, c’est I’empire de I’esprit sur la matiére” (HN 4:170). Perhaps responding to the
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mind/body split of Descartes’ cogito,*’ Buffon continues: “il pense, & dés-lors il est
maitre des étres qui ne pensent point.” Without disavowing God, Buffon employs
Cartesian dualism to separate the spiritual and material domains in order to create a space
for exacting description and faithful history that is under the domination of humankind,
that is to say, of those beings who are capable of thought. Buffon’s text in this passage
suggests that because the mind (/’esprit) and thought (la pensée) are a gift from God and
the superiority of spirit over matter is a right of nature, this utilitarian clarity is sustained.
“Auparavant ’homme était peut-€tre I’animal le plus sauvage & le moins redoutable de
tous [...] Mais lorsqu’avec le temps 1’espece humaine s’est étendue, multipliée, répandue,
& qu’a la faveur des arts & de la société I’homme a pu marcher en force pour conquérir
I’Univers” (HN 4:173). The first of these conquests that Buffon and Daubenton will
record for L ’Histoire naturelle is of the animal they claim is most familiar and most
associated with humankind — the horse.

Beginning with the horse and continuing through most of the animals described,
the authors present their three separate entries as we have discussed: Buffon’s history,
Daubenton’s description, and usually a description of the related items from the
collection of the king. Here, in volume 4 regarding the horse, we have roughly eighty
pages of Buffon’s anthropomorphizing literary text, then more than one hundred pages of

Daubenton’s separate description of the horse and details of its anatomy, followed by

47 René Descartes’ famous declaration, “je pense donc je suis,” which he later
reiterated in Latin, “cogito ergo sum” [I think therefore I am], is a key to his meditation
on the dual nature of mind and body in 17th-century French philosophy. See Descartes,
Discours de la méthode, part 4.

71



Daubenton’s “Description de la partie du Cabinet qui a rapport a 1’Histoire naturelle du
Cheval.” Interspersed among the pages are ten engraved illustrations of the horse, its
skeletal structure, and its organ systems.

Le Cheval (Buffon)

“La plus noble conquéte que I’homme ait jamais faite est celle de ce fier et
fougueux animal qui partage avec lui les fatigues de la guerre & la gloire des combats™
(HN 4:174). Thus begin the roughly two hundred pages of text the Histoire naturelle
devotes to the horse, the first and most privileged animal of the project. As such, Buffon
and Daubenton’s entries on the horse have received important scholarly attention. As
Stalnaker demonstrates, Daubenton’s devotion to consistency and system ultimately lead
to measuring specimens in artificially extended poses in order to create universal
comparisons, where Buffon’s method allowed him greater freedom to describe each
specimen in its natural context.*®

The fact that the entry “Cheval” is divided into three separate texts and multiple
image types points to different purposes and approaches to representing the animal within
this same project. In this first entry, written by Buffon, we see the horse depicted as both
partner and obedient servant to humankind.

[Alussi intrépide que son maitre, le cheval voit le péril & 1’affronte, il se
fait au bruit des armes, il I’aime, il le cherche & s’anime de la méme
ardeur [...] mais docile autant que courageux, il ne se laisse point
emporter a son feu, il sait réprimer ses mouvemens, non seulement il

fléchit sous la main de celui qui le guide, mais il semble consulter ses
désirs, & obéissant toljjours aux impressions qu’il en regoit, il se précipite,

48 Stalnaker, “Chapter 1: Buffon and Daubenton’s Two Horses,” in Unfinished
Enlightenment, 31-67.
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se modére ou s’arréte, & n’agit que pour y satisfaire ; ¢’est une créature
qui renonce a son étre pour n’exister que par la volonté d’un autre.*’

A brief inventory of the adjectives applied to the horse reveals qualifiers such as noble,
fier, fougueux, intrepide, docile, courageux, and horses are said to possess maeurs douces
and qualités sociales.® Whether by nature or though long association with humans, the
horse is represented as an intelligent and social creature in Buffon’s text through the use
of anthropomorphic, figurative terms. These descriptions of the horse’s behaviors and
implied motives come prior to any sort of physical description of the animal. The text
fixes the animal for study by staging how it relates to people and what emotional
resonance might be recognized by a human observer, before the text attempts the material
description.

The reason for this sequence is to give order and structure to the “univers” being
recorded. The first animal described is positive in relation to humans. The reader sees a
world ordered in such a way that humankind has the apex position and the first animals
described in closest proximity indicate complex and positive possibilities for
humankind’s “mastery and possession” of the general rules of the physical world and the
creatures that inhabit it. With this positive established, Buffon then complicates this
utilitarian notion with a caution to the responsibilities humans bear in exerting their
dominion.

Indeed, the first mention of equine anatomy here is the series of wounds the

animal commonly suffers from the implements used to harness and direct it; “la bouche

49 HN 4:174.
S0 HN 4:174 and 177.
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est déformée par les plis que le mors a produits, les flancs sont entamés par des plaies, ou
sillonnés de cicatrices faites par I’éperon; la corne des pieds est traversée par des clous,”
etc. (HN 4:175). The human subject who inflicts these “cruel marks™ is twice removed in
the text; the verbs are all set in the passive voice (e.g., the mouth is deformed) and the
agent relayed by the passive verb is in each case the tool (the bit or the spur), a
dispassionate metonymic stand-in for the rider or owner using it to goad the horse or

adapt it for use. Yet the painful nature of these actions is communicated forcefully by the

99 ¢ 29 ¢ 29 ¢¢

lexicon of torture: “déformé,” “entamé par des plaies,” “sillonné de cicatrices,” “traversé
par des clous.” Here Buffon’s text creates a tense resonance between vivid presence and
abstract absence. As a reader, we are confronted by the powerful and painful language of
this physical description of the animal marred by injuries, and the reader is also abstractly
aware that human ownership is the cause of these injuries. The text does not then
recommend some alternate methods for training, guiding, or riding horses, and therefore
does not perform an explicit criticism of these practices. The reader navigates an
understanding of “horse” in this passage that has focused our attention atypically not on
the generic idea of horse as other natural histories have done, but on an idea of horse as
changed by human ownership, by human use. Buffon has shifted from detailed
observation of the particular to a general history. The zone of tension between the
negative specifics of the wounds and the abstract of human ownership is left open. The
text stages both and does not resolve the unpleasant aspect. The dissonance invites our

reflection, permitting (or perhaps requiring) readers to seek their own resolution as an

after-effect of the text. This rhetorical tension creates in the reader a complex and multi-
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dimensional response that requires figural processing and reflection. Our engagement
with the issue is heightened by Buffon’s initial portrayal of the noble quality of the horse
at the beginning of this entry.

“La plus noble conquéte que I’homme ait jaimais faite est celle de ce fier et
fougueux animal” (HN 4:174) is how Buffon opens the first paragraph of his history of
the horse. After 21 lines of tight, active text Buffon concludes, “Voila le cheval,”
homophonically invoking a visual representation with the term vois-la. In between we
have a passage studded with verbs rather than the expected nouns and adjectives,
narrating the horse through action instead of physical description. In this passage the
horse takes action and a certain understanding of the horse takes shape. Buffon writes the
passage almost entirely with present tense verbs; the horse itself is the agent. The horse
shares, loves, seeks out, doesn’t let itself get carried away, yields, precipitates, moderates,
renounces, feels, doesn’t refuse, serves, outdoes itself, dies, and obeys. Observe that
these verbs denote agency and intelligence. Buffon imputes these motivations directly to
the animal; in only one case does he mitigate agency by writing that the animal seems to
perform an action. In that one instance, the phrase “il semble consulter ses désirs” refers
to the semblance of communication between horse and human, the possessive “ses”
referring to the desires of the rider. With the exception of this one case where literal
communication could not actually be observed, Buffon describes a horse endowed with
agency and self-directed activity. However, this agency sacrificed or surrendered by the

horse is what elevates the animal to noble status.
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In this history of the horse, Buffon writes a timeless description of what the horse,
in human domestication, does. This narration does not trace an evolution over time, but
gives the relationship without temporal markers, written only in present tense verbs. He
writes that the horse performs all these actions in timeless obedience rendered by the
present participle, “obéissant toujours.” I suggest that we can divide this passage on the
horse into three parts. Each section describes a different aspect of the life of a
domesticated horse. In the first, the horse shares the fatigues and glories of war; in the
second the horse shares humankind’s pleasures of hunts, tournaments, and races; the third
section describes how the horse restrains itself in service to humans. This last section is
the longest of the three and culminates in the horse’s ability to sacrifice its own life in
obedience.

One remarks throughout this passage the presence of many reflexive forms (se
fait, se laisse, se précipite, se modere, s’arréte, etc.) and also many direct object pronouns
placed before verbs (I’affronte, I’aime, le cherche, la prévenir, 1’exprime, 1’exécute, etc.).
Both these forms demonstrate a specific relationship between the verb and its object.
Where simple French syntax would place the object after the verb, both of these forms
shift a very short placeholder for the object in front of the verb. It is almost a sort of
rhetorical bridle on the verb, a powerful lever to control the verb’s action. To read these
forms requires a sort of mental dressage on the part of the reader to place what normally
follows the verb in front of it instead, changing an organic order and natural tendency.
Here Buffon’s text represents its object in a rhetorical doubling. Domesticated horse and

domesticated verb are controlled and forced to jump as writer/rider demand. This
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passage also can be read as an analogue to a reader organizing knowledge. As such, we
exert control to accept (se fait), to search (se précipite), to set limits (s’arréte) as we act
on the cognitive object to change it (s’affronte).

Where Buffon’s text employs figural elements to communicate certain truths
about the animal, Daubenton’s text operates on a more literal basis. Daubenton’s entries
do not engage the relationship between human and animal with as much pathos as
Buffon’s. While Buffon has stated that the Histoire naturelle must include both history
and description, the reader must wonder, on some level, why there exists another entirely
separate entry on the same animal. I posit that the experience of Daubenton’s description
of the horse supplements Buffon’s history of the horse to create for the reader a multi-
dimensional representation of the animal. A second (or third) unique text to read creates
a new trajectory through the same territory, this time with a more dispassionate view. It
must be emphasized that organizing these texts such that each is a new, separate text
means that these separate readings must now be placed in association with each other by
the reader. The reader must triangulate among the multiple representations of the animal
to assimilate this new knowledge and to process the instrumentalization and re-
contextualization (or disenchantment and re-enchantment). This triangulation resolves
and creates meaning incompatible with any one single discursive claim to truth in the
text, and thus must be understood figurally as truth gestured to and experienced rather
than stated.

Le Cheval, Again (Daubenton)

Daubenton’s text is the second of the three texts comprised by the entry on the

horse in the Histoire naturelle. Drier in tone, it begins with an explanation of his method
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of description (head, then body, then extremities), then continues with how that differs
from previous work, and finally proceeds to the actual descriptive passages. At times, the
descriptions heavily reference the engraved illustrations which are found in the pages of
Daubenton’s entry. Those images of the live animal or dissected parts feature a letter key
to index the various animal features about which Daubenton and Buffon write. The
descriptions include several different terms that are in use for the various parts of equine
anatomy. For example, “On appelle X, y, ou z la partie formée par ...” The neutral
pronoun “on” is used extensively, as is the passive voice, lending Daubenton’s text a
distant, removed feel. The reader is encountering knowledge approved by the community
of savants, and learning the terms they use. Daubenton’s phases pointing out the
variability of language used by different groups of people to describe the same part of an
animal is a subtle way of shifting the basis for knowledge to the material and the
empirical. The words of the nomenclateurs vary; the reality is what Daubenton and
Buffon give in the Histoire naturelle.

Daubenton’s entry begins on a verso page, offering a complete separation from
Buffon’s text. The reader turns the page from Buffon’s text to view Daubenton’s
beginning a new spread, though with a light bleed through of the half-page (large) floral
printer’s ornament from the end of Buffon’s entry. Daubenton’s entry is separate, but
subtly infringed by a ghosted reminder of Buffon’s text, graphically asserting dominance
over the new text.

In the Histoire naturelle, the use image does not merely assert a ghostly

watermark of authority; the many plates of engraved illustrations also convey information
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about the configuration, shape, and relation of anatomical features of the animals that
would be nearly impossible to portray in words.

The critical function of images in eighteenth-century writing is not to be
underestimated. Alan Charles Kors notes the double role illustrations played in many
Enlightenment works: “Whether used with literary, scientific, or children’s educational
texts, book illustrations gave visual form and a persuasive reality to fictional characters
and to scientific or instructional material.”' Diderot described the efficiency of the
visual support in his Prospectus to the Encyclopédie: “Un coup d’ceil sur I’objet ou sur sa
représentation en dit plus qu’une page de discours.” However, what is perhaps more
important about the need for illustrations is given by Diderot earlier in that passage:
“Mais le peu d’habitude qu’on a et d’écrire et de lire les écrits sur les arts rend les choses
difficiles a expliquer d’une maniére intelligible. De 1a nait le besoin des figures.”>? Due
to human limitations in communicating by text about complex subjects, illustrations are
not just helpful, they are a necessity. In the case of the Histoire naturelle, I propose that
we can productively read the illustrations by attending to the tension between experience
and information, as we will see by analyzing the illustrations accompanying the section

on the horse.

1 Kors offers a compact and useful summary of the state of illustration under
“Illustrators and Illustrations” in his Encyclopedia of the Enlightenment (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2005), https://doi.org/10.1093/acref/9780195104301.013.0336.

32 Denis Diderot, “Prospectus,” in “Front Matter,” University of Chicago: ARTFL
Encyclopédie Project (Autumn 2017 Edition), Robert Morrissey and Glenn Roe eds,
http://encyclopedie.uchicago.edu/, 4.
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Figure 1.4. Jean-Charles Baquoy after a design by Jean-Baptiste Oudry,
Engraved illustration of the horse (HN 4:366), 1753, Bibliothéque nationale
de France.
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The first plate in the series of illustrations of the horse (p. 366 and following) is a
full-body depiction of a standing horse, engraved by Jean-Charles Baquoy after a
drawing by Jean-Baptiste Oudry. The horse’s figure can be taken to stand for both the
domesticated animal and the wild creature. Thus, it represents one of the primary
difficulties presented by the domesticated quadrupeds for Buffon and Daubenton — the
need to show both states of the animal and discern the differences brought about by
human intervention. The image represents the animal with an ambiguous demeanor,
conveying a subtle sense of menace. At first glance, the horse appears fairly neutral in
stance and appearance, almost standing still and presented from profile. However, a
closer examination of the image reveals subtle signs of aggression. The horse’s eye
seems to fix the viewer in a gaze that is somehow intense and possibly threatening, thus
drawing the reader in to interpret the animal’s demeanor in order to evaluate the threat.
The horse’s eye is rendered slightly widened as if the animal has just perceived a threat
located at the same position in space as the viewer. The horse’s ears are up and alert,
which can be a sign of vitality or alarm. While the body of the animal seems at first to be
presented in profile perpendicular to the viewer’s gaze, closer attention reveals it to be
slightly angled, or in the process of angling, toward the viewer. The animal’s head is
foreshortened somewhat, giving an impression that it is turning toward us. The mouth
does not display teeth agressively, but seems almost to frown or display displeasure.
While the other three legs are straight, the horse’s right rear leg is lifted as if pawing the
soil. This stance both intimates the possible threat of a horse about to charge and also

exhibits the unique articulation of a horse’s leg in the z-shape that is most different from
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that of a human being. This positioning calls attention to a key difference in anatomy,
comparing the horse to the human as the point of reference for the work. This stance mid-
movement also allows the engraver, Baquoy, to depict the unique musculature and shape
of the horse’s rear leg joints. Taken together, these elements allow us to read the image
on two levels; on an informational level, which gives a sense of the general shape, scale,
and features of a horse; and on a narrative level where the reader is almost unconsciously
provoked to pay attention to a large animal showing small signs of nascent menace. The
sense of menace creates an engagement for the reader on the narrative level that is hard to
avoid. As we shall see, illustrations in other similar works of natural history function on
the informational level as diagram, but did not succeed in creating the narrative, esthetic
engagement that this image does. These other approaches often represent the general,
abstract animal. One sees what could be the idea of a horse or oxen; there is information
but little in the way of narrative experience. The illustrations of the other animals in the
Histoire naturelle are consistent in this creative process. In similar fashion, the other
animal illustrations in the Histoire naturelle manufacture some kind of narrative
experience for the reader-viewer, though not necessarily including the element of danger
seen here.

Following the way a typical viewer might describe this image, we turn next to the
background and technical features of the engraving, focusing our attention and
interpretive process on first the most prominent visual features, then to less prominent
features. We then perceive that the image of the horse is contained in a double border

frame. The top of the image showcases the skill of the engraver with perfect parallel
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lines with a fade in the center. This area of shading does not portray the natural world
otherwise figured in the image, but instead betrays the art and artificiality of the
representation.

The horse is shown standing on a patch of ground with minimal vegetation, and in
the background are some buildings of a small town or perhaps a walled chateau. The
horse is shown in relation to human habitation and possibly in association with nobility
because the buildings shown in the background are a walled fortress with single chateau
enclosed, not a city or a country hamlet. The horse is depicted without saddle or bridle,
as an animal whose domesticated status is ambiguously implied by the buildings in the
background. The animal is large, taking up most of the frame. By the work of
perspective, the implied viewer is on lower ground and looking up slightly at the horse,
which again emphasizes the power and potential menace of the horse who holds the
upper ground. While there are several millimeters of space between the nearly vertical
back leg of the horse and the right framing border, the nose of the horse is very close to
the left frame, almost threatening to break free from the space in a forward motion that
could bring it closer to the reader.

The informational/diagrammatic function of this plate is minimized to lessen the
disruption to the viewer’s experience.> Capital letters closely surround the outline of the

horse, clustered mainly around the head and then following the curve of the animal’s

33 For an in-depth discussion of the function of diagram as a “thinking tool” with
particular reference to the plates of the Encyclopédie, see John Bender and Michael
Marrinan, The Culture of Diagram (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2010.
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back, serving as the references in the textual descriptions. The letters are small enough
that they trouble only slightly the overall artistic impression of the image. Contrast this
with the illustration from Louis Liger’s work [Figure 1.5] where the numeric legends are
made clearly visible in the negative space near the frame, connected to the animal by bold
curved lines. I propose that we read significance into the relative placement of these
legends. The legends in the Histoire naturelle closely follow the specimen observed,
clustering together or spaced widely as are the features being commented; whereas in
Liger’s work, the legends cling to the artificial border, spaced evenly by the artist’s
design. Thus it may be argued that in both placement and spacing the legends implement
their different approaches. For the Histoire naturelle, the observations are based directly
on the specimen, not on the observer’s pre-conceived concept of how to represent it. We
will return to a longer examination of Liger’s work shortly. For the moment, let us
continue with our analysis of the Histoire naturelle’s horse.

The horse’s coat is dappled or mottled with dark markings on a white background.
The dark markings are a severe contrast to the rest of the image. The mottling brings the
raw animality and physicality of the specimen to the fore, distinguishing this image from
a softer narrative of the horse as beautiful, glorious actor in a history genre painting. The
mottling almost seems diseased and invites the reader to examine the image in closer
detail to resolve the slightly unsettling appearance. This suggests to us that there are two

readings at work here; one mimetic and the other diegetic.’* The artists present us with a

>4 On the opposition of the mimetic and the diegetic, see Eric Auerbach, Mimesis:
The Representation of Reality in Western Literature (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton
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horse that seems to be drawn from a scene in real life. Oudry and Baquoy’s attention to
detail, scale, and minor elements lend an air of realism to the illustration. Thus we see

what the image “shows” us, and we also enter into a diegetic reading of what the image

“tells us” about the horse and knowledge.

s
. b
3

)
-]
B
3
;
-
a
®
o
g
5
K,
g

i
[
=

e fin

.
o

B e

Forigus paraiguc cibus buwin , 6603 i fawras,

& s pas

LA NOUVELLE MAISON RUSTIQUE

Figuve d'ves Bt © ey meines it o i

306

Figure 1.5 Illustration of le boeuf from Liger’s 1749 Nouvelle maison rustique.

Image source: Bibliothéque Nationale de France.

If we compare the illustrations in the Histoire naturelle with illustrations found in
other similar contemporary works, such as Louis Liger’s 1749 edition of Nouvelle maison

rustique,” we find that the production values are much greater in the engravings of the

University Press, 1953), and his chapter, “Figura” in Scenes from the Drama of European
Literature (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984) 9-76.

35 Buffon refers to Liger’s treatise on livestock and agriculture in the footnotes of
the Histoire Naturelle entry for “Le Boeuf.” Louis Liger, La nouvelle maison rustique,

ou Economie générale de tous les biens de la campagne, 6th ed. (Paris: Saugrain fils,
1749), 1:306.
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Histoire naturelle. Where Liger’s illustrations are primarily relief engraving woodcuts,
the Histoire’s involve the intaglio process, engraved on copper plates, which allows for
finer and closer lines than is possible when working with a wood matrix. Liger’s animal
images are generic and as broadly representative as possible; the plates in Buffon’s work
strive to navigate between the general and the particular by presenting a particular variety
of the animal and in a particular spatial context. Furthermore, the Histoire naturelle’s
animal illustrations sometimes engage the viewer through an artistic rendering that works
to create some narrative, as the subtle menace of the horse does.

Where other contemporary works might emphasize the image’s utility, this work
reinvests the diagram with a narrative, with a degree of artistic rendering that
communicates both information and the pathos that draws the viewer into an experience
of the moment or a feeling. The illustrations reveal a tension between information and
experience that is also echoed in the text of the entries of the Histoire naturelle. The
tension is between disenchantment and re-enchantment. It is demonstrated perhaps most
strikingly in the plates, however, where this tension serves to deliver knowledge that is
shaped differently than what was perceived in previous representational schemes.
Additionally, we must recall that this representational scheme imbricates the knowledge
in a framework of relationship centered on the human, giving things their place and value
in an order the reader must interpret and internalize for him- or herself. The natural
knowledge of the Histoire naturelle is given structure and value in the mind of the reader
through the active interpretation vitalized by a tension between the utilitarian and

contextualization, between disenchantment and re-enchantment.
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Conclusion

The desire to instrumentalize and distribute knowledge of the natural world in the
eighteenth century gave rise to multiple ambitious projects of encyclopedic scope.
Recording this knowledge in a form apt to communicate to others and to future
generations generated problems for those individuals who undertook the challenge.
These problems ranged from material to epistemological to organizational.

The encounter between knowledge and the page to contain it raised tensions
underlying the culture and discourse of Enlightenment in eighteenth-century France. In
the effort to separate savoir from its supernatural entanglements, writers used several
different strategies. Clarity and utility found support from text that emphasized the
empirical evidence of the senses, and from measurement, particularly when organized on
the page in a way that appeared to claim no rhetorical force, such as tables of numbers.
Visual representation stripped away context to present only one system of organs on a
plane of white space separated from the animal to stand in place of direct observation.

If we were to consider only these elements of siecle des Lumieres knowledge
projects, we could be persuaded that this era was indeed well characterized as the Age of
Reason. However, as we examine works such as the Histoire naturelle and the others in
the following chapters by attending to the tension between pairs of concepts central to the
texts, we begin to see a different story of the French Enlightenment. For paired with the
genie of detail, we find the génie of the grand view; telling the story of systeme, we find
sentiment. The grand knowledge projects of the French Enlightenment holistically allied

a move to clarify with a move to contextualize within the human framework. The
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creative work of fiction or visual art invites a figural re-conceptualization to replace the
familiar networks of associations stripped away in the move to “disenchant” the world.
Contemporary readers may see Buffon and Daubenton’s Histoire naturelle as a partial,
imperfect, or nascent ‘scientific’ work, but this viewpoint from modern science judges
from its own epistemic moment and risks disregarding the different work undertaken in
1742. Regarding this work simply as recording information to instrumentalize the natural
world neglects the re-enchantment operated by literary device. Not only did Buffon and
Daubenton produce useful knowledge about the specimens studied, they also produced a
different way to think about and relate to this knowledge. Ordering the animal specimens
from “most familiar to humankind” to “least familiar” produced a figural scaffolding for
knowledge similar to that of the Encyclopédie with the human subject at the center. And
yet, this structure is recognized in both texts as being arbitrary. In striking contrast to
prior views, both projects reject as unknowable any sort of universal, absolute true order.
Since such an order is classed as metaphysical for both, the authors dispense with having
to contend with one or defend the lack of it and are free to select a usefu/ scheme among
all valid arbitrary schemes.

With the potentially unnerving affirmation that all knowledge is pinned to
arbitrary schemes of organization, the authors work with literal and figural discourses,
including anthropomorphism, metaphor, and other devices, to write humanity into the
fabric of this new knowledge. They write in ways to create an experience of knowledge.
The reader is displaced and repositioned through the experience of text and the visual not

just to change the content of knowledge, but also to change the thinking subject itself.
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The text invites the reader to experience a relationship to the world in a manner that
invites question, critique, and individual confirmation. But if this world is emptied of the
divine, it is recreated in vividly human terms; it is re-enchanted with a sense of our place
in the world and a significance that is derived from a chain of similarity to the other

living creatures as manifested in compared anatomy and compared social traits.
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Chapter Two
Pastoral novel as re-draft of encyclopedic project: Paul et Virginie as
conclusion to Bernardin de Saint-Pierre’s Etudes de la nature

“Puisque je suis né dans un monde ou on repousse la vérité et ou on accueille les

fictions, tirons parti de celle de mes enfants adoptifs, en faveur de mes propres
enfants.” (Préambule de Paul et Virginie, 36).

In 1784 naturalist, military engineer, spy, and writer Jacques-Henri Bernardin de
Saint-Pierre hits a methodological stumbling block and publishes incomplete his
encyclopedic natural history project, the Etudes de la nature.! Four years later, he
publishes it again, completed this time by an additional, final volume comprising a
pastoral novel, Paul et Virginie, set on tropical {le de France (modern day Mauritius). A
twenty-first-century reader may wonder how in the 1780s a novel can be said to complete
a natural history project. This chapter is an exploration of the case of Paul et Virginie
that focuses on examining how imagination and reason were mobilized in eighteenth-
century French literature to create representations of truth.

Rife with knowledge projects, encyclopedia-writing, botanical book printing,
travel accounts, and other ‘scientific writing,” the eighteenth century is marked by an
explosion of empiricism and rational materialism. From the grand Encyclopédie to

Buffon’s Histoire naturelle, Condillac’s Traité des sensations, and Diderot’s Lettre sur

! Hereafter I will refer to this author as Saint-Pierre, contrary to the most common
appellation ‘Bernardin de Saint-Pierre.” The author’s actual birth name is Jacques-
Bernardin-Henri de Saint-Pierre. In a strange instance of fiction changing reality, he
recounts how a printer’s error switched his second and third names for the original
edition of the Etudes de la nature. Due to the popularity of his text, he felt compelled to
oblige the public and accept the name change. “Préambule,” in Paul et Virginie (Paris:
Didot I’ainé, 1806), xxxi.
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les aveugles, we find writing that explains and advances an empirical foundation for
understanding the world and its objects. It is not surprising then that many influential
Enlightenment scholars have focused on reason and materialism, or found them to be a
defining characteristic of the writing of this period. Ernst Cassirer described the
Enlightenment as “a value system rooted in rationality,” and historian Dorinda Outram
observed that previously historians of the period
thought of the Enlightenment as a relatively unitary phenomenon in the
history of ideas (...) In this interpretation, Enlightenment was a desire for
human affairs to be guided by rationality rather than by faith, superstition,
or revelation; a belief in the power of human reason to change society and
liberate the individual from the restraints of custom or arbitrary authority;
all backed up by a world view increasingly validated by science rather
than by religion or tradition.?
Adorno and Horkheimer state things more succinctly: “the program of the Enlightenment
was the disenchantment of the world: the dissolution of myths and the substitution of
knowledge for fancy.”® Scholars have depicted the writing of this period as a general
movement to embrace a rational materialist explication of the world and to demystify
knowledge of it. Yet a careful reading of several eighteenth-century texts where these
clean narratives of interpretive protocol seem inadequate suggests there is more to the
writing of this period.
As we saw in Chapter 1, Buffon translates the inventory of the Cabinet du Roi to

the pages of the Histoire naturelle with empirical description and creative narrative.

Elsewhere, in Diderot’s Le réve de d’Alembert, explanation of cellular organization

? Dorinda Outram, The Enlightenment (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1995), 3.
* See Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment,
trans. John Cumming (New York: Herder and Herder, 1972), 253.
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intermingles with risqué innuendo as Dr. Bordeu dialogues with d’Alembert’s mistress,
Julie de Lespinasse. If we were to read such texts as illustrations of the manifest rise of
reason, how are we to understand the elements such as figurative language, stylistics, and
form commonly associated with fictional texts that run counter to the straightforward
demonstration of facts?* The narrative that the Enlightenment was the ‘Age of Reason’
does not account for this ambiguous discursive mixture. Indeed, this hybridity seems to
be constitutive rather than incidental. In the epigraph to this chapter, we see Bernardin de
Saint-Pierre decrying the cold reception his contemporary society gives to truth, and how
fictions are instead welcomed; “Puisque je suis né dans un monde ou on repousse la
vérité et ou on accueille les fictions, tirons parti de celle de mes enfants adoptifs, en
faveur de mes propres enfants.” The French demonstrative pronoun “celle” gives to this
proposition a productive polysemy in that the feminine pronoun can be read to refer to
truth or fiction, which are both feminine in French. Saint-Pierre exhorts his reader to join
him in taking advantage of (firons parti de) either the truth or the fiction of his adopted
children (the characters Paul and Virginie in his novel) in favor of his own children (also
named Paul and Virginie). As the well-chosen ambivalence of the word “celle” permits,
Saint-Pierre is in fact inviting us to take part in both truth and fiction to benefit future

generations. Or rather, he is employing fiction as a vector to convey the experience of a

4 Wilda Anderson explores this eighteenth-century struggle to find language to
describe scientific phenomena that is rhetorically persuasive all the while attempting to
make invisible the rhetoric used to communicate it. Wilda Anderson, Between the
Library and the Laboratory: The Language of Chemistry in Eighteenth-Century France
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1984).

> Jacques Henri Bernardin de Saint-Pierre, Paul et Virginie, ed. Jean Ehrard
(Paris: Gallimard, 2004), 36.
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certain mode of truth to his reader. I will return to this point below. In this chapter I will
argue that the creative and performative operation of figural thinking is often employed
by eighteenth-century French writers to render epistemologically transformative their
texts of knowledge of the natural world. This chapter aims to examine the interpretive
possibilities offered in reading eighteenth-century French texts, specifically Bernardin de
Saint-Pierre’s novel Paul et Virginie, through the tension between critical and creative
strategies, considered through the theoretical framework of disenchantment and re-

enchantment.®

Enchantment and Enlightenment

The Oxford English Dictionary defines “enchant” as the action to exert magical
influence upon; to bewitch, lay under a spell; also to endow with magical properties; to
influence irresistibly or powerfully, as if by a charm; to hold spellbound or to delude; to
attract, win over, compel or induce, as if by magic.

I propose a more nuanced conceptualization of “re-enchantment” to examine this
unstable amalgamation of materialist disenchantment and its opposite. To describe the
concepts simply, disenchantment involves stripping away transcendental meaning(s) in
favor of a purely materialist explanation for the natural world. Re-enchantment is then
the re-encoding of such knowledge in a framework that either applies some new
mystification, or points to a new ontology giving place, order, and a sense of relation in

human terms.

® See my chapter 1 for more ample discussion of the critical interventions around
the dichotomy of disenchantment and re-enchantment.
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Michael Saler and Joshua Landy have written about the tension between viewing
the world on the one hand in a purely rational materialistic fashion, under the banner of
disenchantment (with full credit to Max Weber),” and on the other hand as the counter-
reaction of rehabilitating a worldview to make room for mystery and transcendence under
the banner of re-enchantment.® In this theoretical binary, disenchantment is a move to
remove fancy and error from knowledge to deliver that which is rational, routinely
observable, and useful. In this sense, the initial project for Saint-Pierre’s Etudes de la
nature (Studies of Nature) is a natural history project of demystification, in lineage from
Aristotle, Pliny, and Buffon and Daubenton’s immense contemporaneous Histoire
naturelle (Natural History), mentioned obliquely in the Etudes as the work of “plusieurs
modernes célébres” (several famous modern persons).” Yet the Etudes as a
demystification of nature includes its fair share of artful rhetoric.

In an age of colonization and exploration, producing useful knowledge and
deciphering humankind’s relationship to this new, changing world was an underlying
preoccupation of French Enlightenment writers. Truth, as figured in the frontispiece to
the Encyclopédie, is staged between the opposite actions of Reason and Imagination.
Reason first strips off the veil from Truth, and then Imagination re-clothes her with

embellishments. Interestingly, while many of the recent critical inquiries that explore the

" Max Weber wrote in his 1918 essay “Wissenschaft als Beruf” (“Science as a
Vocation”) that “The fate of our times is characterized by rationalization and
intellectualization and, above all, by the ‘disenchantment of the world.”” Lecture at
Munich University, 1918 (Munich: Duncker & Humbolt, 1919), 16.

® Joshua Landy and Michael T. Saler, The Re-Enchantment of the World: Secular
Magic in a Rational Age (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2009).

9 Jacques Henri Bernardin de Saint-Pierre, Etudes de la nature, 3rd ed. (Paris:
Didot le jeune, 1788), 1:1. Unless otherwise stated, all citations are from this edition.
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idea of re-enchantment locate the origin of disenchantment in the eighteenth-century
instrumentalizing of knowledge, most of them look to nineteenth-century works for re-
enchantment, finding it in texts pointing to Romanticism, modern science, Mesmerism or
even in the poetry of Mallarmé. Landy sees lucid self-delusion (a form of re-
enchantment) as a key intuition at the center of his poetry: “For Mallarmé, there is
nothing beyond the world we know [...] yet at the same time, no escape from the need to
believe that there is something more.”!°

As seen in previous studies of Enlightenment texts, such as that of Ernst Cassirer
or the cultural historians Ehrard and Duchet, we have typically understood the
Enlightenment as movement of desacralization and secularization — that is to say a
movement of ‘disenchantment’ of the material world by authors and intellectuals who
strove to represent the world in a rational materialist discourse, relying exclusively on the
evidence of the senses.!! Beginning with Friedrich Nietzsche’s passing use of the
expression Gegen-Aufklirung (counter-enlightenment) in 1877, but more prominently
after Isaiah Berlin’s 1973 essay on “The Counter-Enlightenment,” other scholars have

offered a counter-Enlightenment narrative that suggests the production of various forms

of what could be called ‘re-enchantment’ as the most apt perspective from which to

10 See Joshua Landy’s chapter “Modern Magic: Jean-Eugéne Robert-Houdin and
Stéphane Mallarmé” in The Re-enchantment of the World, 125.

I'Some of the critical works that have helped define “the French Enlightenment”
include Ernst Cassirer, The Philosophy of the Enlightenment (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 1951), Jean Ehrard, L Idée de Nature en France dans la premiere
moitie du XVlIlle siecle (Paris: S.E.V.P.E.N, 1963), and Mich¢le Duchet, Anthropologie
et histoire au siéecle des lumieres (Paris: Albin Michel, 1995).

95



understand the notion of Enlightenment progress (consider Adorno and Horkheimer’s
darker view of Enlightenment ‘progress’).!?

One group of scholars rethinking the prevailing narratives of the French
Enlightenment is represented by the Super-Enlightenment project. Spearheaded by Dan
Edelstein, the group examined cases where intellectuals in the eighteenth century
employed what could be called an ‘Enlightenment-style’ critical approach to study and
describe mystical phenomena. Edelstein and colleagues termed this the “Super-
Enlightenment.” Their collective research project “recognizes that ‘hermetic’ and
‘ordinary’ philosophers often shared an identical epistemological framework.”!® That
research focuses on what could be considered the mis-application of Enlightenment
rational, critical thought processes to an inadmissible object — the unobservable.

Edelstein’s Super-Enlightenment project suggests that it is inadequate to view
most texts of the siecle des Lumieres as exhibiting exclusively either disenchantment or
veiled re-enchantment. I pursue that argument here, showing that we can more fully
appreciate these texts when they are seen as manifesting the conjoined operation of both.
The texts in our study perform critical work through the interaction of both processes.

These texts make claims about the organization and function of the natural world. The

12 Nietzsche’s use of the expression is under debate, apparently occurring only in
a notebook entry, published posthumously as part of the Nachgelassene Fragmente
(Posthumous Fragments). Isaiah Berlin is credited with popularizing the idea in his essay
“Counter-Enlightenment,” eventually published in Against the Current: Essays in the
History of Ideas. (London: Hogarth Press, 1979), 1-32.

13 See the introduction to this compiled volume for an overview of the
complementary and contradictory applications of Enlightenment principles and discourse
during the eighteenth century. Dan Edelstein, ed. The Super-Enlightenment: Daring to
Know Too Much (Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 2010), 6.
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authors seek to enlighten, that is to say they aim to change the readers. This intent to
effect change is often explicitly stated and stems from a desire to better the human
condition. An author who admires wisdom uses words as tools to undo/destabilize an
unhealthy fiction (disenchant). The unhealthy fiction is any accepted knowledge that is
incorrect and deprives human beings of the ability to master and possess the natural
world and their own lives. As philosophes and savants see a positive result from critical
questions and investigations yielding new and particularly useful/instrumentalizable
answers, the siecle des Lumieres takes shape as a broader phenomenon. Writing a better
future for humanity requires questioning, loosening the bonds of traditional knowledge,
and forging a new understanding framed in a new world view (re-enchantment). The
disenchantment/re-enchantment tension is an unstable but productive pairing found in
eighteenth-century French writing.

When considering the opposition between disenchantment and re-enchantment,
we encounter multiple analogous binary pairs in the writing of the eighteenth century.
These binaries include oppositionally-charged rhetorical poles like creative versus
critical, vérité versus fiction, and in the particular case of Saint-Pierre’s writing, sentiment
versus systeme. While it is tempting to try to map each of these pairs onto a basic binary
of science versus literature, this gesture collapses meaningful differences between the
rhetorical strategies in each specific pair. The operation of such pairs in eighteenth-
century French writing, as we shall see, is not to privilege one category over the other,
but rather to create something through an amalgamation of the two partners. This
chapter is an exploration of the diversity and instability of one such amalgamation —

systeme and sentiment.
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Paul et Virginie at the intersection of systéme and sentiment

Paul et Virginie presents an unusual case of a core idea (the providence of nature)
written about in three different genres by the same author. The textual trajectory begins
in the travel account Voyage a [’ile de France, revisits those natural observations in the
Etudes de la nature, and culminates in the pastoral novel Paul et Virginie, published as
the final volume of the Etudes de la nature. The completion of a natural history work
with a novel begs the question of how genre plays a role in shaping representation. In the
present study, we are concerned with the alliance of critical and creative processes to
instrumentalize and humanize knowledge of the observable world. In the texts we will
analyze, the creative re-encoding of the world acknowledges a greater cosmos and human
place in it; however, this re-encoding, or “re-enchantment” effort, is focused on
restructuring the cognitive manner of representation, rather than on appealing to a
metaphysical reality. We will consider the novel Paul et Virginie as the culmination of a
series of texts written in different genres by Saint-Pierre but on the same topic that, taken
together, reveal the work of refiguring natural knowledge in terms of a tension between
systeme and sentiment.

In order to understand how Paul et Virginie is a re-enchantment of the
classificatory disenchantment of the Etudes de la nature, it is necessary to explicate the
relationship between these two texts. Ambivalence about the utility and eloquence of
representation is an enduring concern in eighteenth-century French texts, particularly
those on the then-inchoate boundaries between the genres of natural history and
literature. Certainly, one intriguing example of this ambivalence can be seen in the

Etudes de la nature. It is an encyclopedic project that the author first published in 1784
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in incomplete form, after a being stymied by a methodological problem of accurate
description. Four years later in 1788 Saint-Pierre published a third edition, curiously

concluded with a novel, Paul et Virginie (Paul and Virginia).

Paul et Virginie in the context of Saint-Pierre’s other writing

Saint-Pierre bluntly begins the third edition of his Etudes de la nature by stating
that almost nothing has changed from the previous edition. “Voici la troisiéme édition
des Etudes de la nature, qui ne différe presqu’en rien de la précédente, a 1’exception d’un
quatriéme volume que j’y ai ajouté” (EN 1:i).!* The litotes of the opening line leaves the
reader to wonder at the content of this entire fourth volume which is seemingly discarded
as “almost nothing” [presque rien] by the author. With great rhetorical skill, the writer
plays a shell game with the reader, hiding the valuable new content and misdirecting the
reader to a short list of minor corrections and revised phrasings he has made to the first
three volumes. This gambit increases the reader’s interest in this seemingly discounted
fourth volume. In this manner Saint-Pierre sets the stage to regard the fourth volume,
which comprises only works of fiction, as equivalent to the other three volumes.

Saint-Pierre’s quest in the Etudes de la nature to “disenchant’ natural knowledge
(that is, to strip away supernatural explanations, relying on the evidence of the senses) for
a study of nature, seems at odds then with his decision to conclude and complete the

study with the beguiling power (and aesthetic ‘re-enchantment’) of that knowledge in the

14 “Here is the third edition of the Studies of Nature, which differs in almost
nothing from the preceding edition, with the exception of a fourth volume that I added to
it.”
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form of a pastoral novel.!> And yet this gesture toward a different representational
approach imbued his texts with an appeal and longevity difficult to account for based on
content alone. Colas Duflo has suggested that today, as during the ‘Age of Reason,’
nostalgia and longing for a sense of connection and purpose in the universe explain our
continued attraction to these texts.

le succés des Etudes de la nature en leur temps et le plaisir qu’on peut

encore éprouver a les lire aujourd’hui ne tiennent-ils finalement au fait

qu’elles décrivent dans un style somptueux une nature bienveillante, en

rapport avec nous, un monde a notre mesure et qui nous convient? Ce

succes et notre plaisir seraient alors le revers de la nostalgie d’une nature

évanouie dans le passé de I’histoire des idées révolues que la science et la

philosophie désenchanteresses des modernes nous ont définitivement fait

perdre.'®

The novel Paul et Virginie is thus the culmination of multiple attempts (in
multiple genres) to capture a certain kind of truth of his observations of his voyage to the
fle de France. From travel account to scientific treatise and finally to pastoral novel,
Saint-Pierre tried different genres to find the most fitting rhetorical tools to represent his
observations of the world.
In Voyage a I'lle de France, his 1773 travel account of a three-year stay on ile de

France (now Mauritius) located off the east coast of Africa, Saint-Pierre describes a

tension he senses in writing on natural history. "J’ai cru y voir le caractére sensible d’une

providence; et j’en ai parlé, non comme d’un systéme qui amuse mon esprit, mais comme

15 Saint-Pierre lays out the scope and method of his project thus: “Je formai, il y a
quelques années, le projet d’écrire une histoire générale de la nature [...] J’ai employé a
cette recherche toutes les forces de ma raison.” Etudes de la nature, 1:1-2.

16 Colas Duflo, “Le hussard et I’inscription,” in Etudes de la nature, ed. Colas
Duflo (Saint-Etienne: Publications de 1’Université de Saint-Etienne, 2007), 28.
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d’un sentiment dont mon cceur est plein."!” This short passage declares Saint-Pierre’s
choice between two opposing approaches to natural history. On the one hand, he notes
the tendency among the natural historians of his day to embrace the critical apparatus of a
system which breaks down the natural world into categories and items for manipulation
by the intellect; the other approach offers a manner of communication that re-encodes
this providence as satiating sentiment. He has chosen to write about the observable traits
of nature in the same manner as he would speak of a feeling of which his heart is full.!
Saint-Pierre rejects the mode of system-making which is the hallmark of many grand
knowledge projects in Europe at the time from Linneaus to Pluche to the Encyclopédie.
Instead, he embraces a mode of communication that resonates with emotion, to speak of
his subject “as of a feeling my heart is filled with.” The passage does not state that nature
is a sentiment, but rather that the author has chosen to forego representing nature as a
system which is appealing to the mind, but ultimately seen as mere amusement. Instead,
the author chooses to represent nature in a manner that is fulfilling and is comprehended
by feelings rather than the intellect.

Paul et Virginie builds on this conceptual pairing of systeme and sentiment,
transforming the inhospitable description of ile de France from the Voyage into the lush
paradise home of the two children. ile de France as the setting for both texts indicates a

certain relationship between those works, with the author’s direct observations of the

17 Jacques Henri Bernardin de Saint-Pierre, Voyage d [ 'ile de France: un officier
du roi a l'tle Maurice: 1768-1770, Yves Bénot, ed. (1773) (Paris: La Découverte, 1983),
26.

18 The cult of sensibilité that arose in the eighteenth century created an active
readership and market for sentimental novels by authors such as Pierre de Marivaux,
Abbé Prévost, and Samuel Richardson. See Robert Darnton, The Great Cat Massacre.
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Voyage providing a claim of authenticity for the narration of the novel. The publication
of Paul et Virginie in the final tome of the Etudes de la nature requires us also to
consider the nature of their connection. I argue that all three texts are attempts by the
author to give an adequate representation of nature and humankind’s relation to it, one
that answers Saint-Pierre’s epistemological concern to balance instrumentalization
against humanization. With the freedom to invent content and the persuasive tools of
figurative language, the novel affords an author wide latitude to persuade through the
reader’s imaginary experience of fiction. Paul et Virginie offers us a uniquely positioned
text with which to examine the epistemological tension between systéme and sentiment.

The unexpected connection between scientific treatise and novel takes center
stage in this discussion. In stating that Paul et Virginie was the conclusion to his
unfinished Etudes de la nature, Bernardin de Saint-Pierre invites us to consider the
articulation between these two works. In the foreword to Paul et Virginie, he writes that
this work is to be considered part of, and the conclusion to, his Etudes de la nature. “Ce
quatrieme volume renferme deux histoires [...] Mais tout se tient dans la nature, et tout se
rassemble dans des Etudes.”'® “J’ai donc compris ce faible essai sous le nom et & la suite
de mes Etudes de la Nature.”® We are left to wonder how the creative fiction of the
novel can be said to comprise part of a natural history, let alone to complete it.

If the aim of Saint-Pierre’s natural history is disenchantment, a move to shear

away transcendent associations (superstition, tradition, etc.), in order to set the

19 Saint-Pierre, Etudes, 4: Ixxx (80-81 of the Notice in Tome 4).
20 This rationale is found at the end of the long Avant-propos to the text of Paul et
Virginie in the 1788 edition of Etudes de la nature. (Etudes 4: 1xxxviii).
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foundations of knowledge on a bedrock of rational materialism, then why would a writer
risk using the tools of creative persuasion (in other words, fiction) to present that
knowledge to others??! The inherent falseness of fiction can lead one into error.
Representing that-which-is-not in a fashion that presents a semblance of realism creates
the conditions of duplicity and falsehood, and thus risks being accused of artfulness — of
skillfully creating an illusion for the purpose of deceit.

Saint-Pierre wrote in his travel observations that nature was not something he
could fully represent with an intellectual system, but rather that it was something to be
put into words that are understood through sentiment. A close reading of system and
sentiment functioning fogether in Saint-Pierre’s writing will help us not only appreciate
the tension in this struggle in eighteenth-century thought, but also move beyond that to
understand how system and sentiment work together to create a new epistemology.

Saint-Pierre observes nature as something to be written about not in terms of
system, but in terms of a sentiment. However, Saint-Pierre does not write about
sentiment strictly in the manner we would come to expect.?

Jen ai été si étonné moi-méme, que j’ai cru long-temps que ¢’était moi, et
non pas eux, qui avais perdu sur ce point le sentiment de l’évidence. Je
n’osais méme m’ouvrir & personne sur cet article, non plus que sur les

autres objets de ces Etudes; car je n’ai presque rencontré dans le monde,
que des hommes vendus aux systemes qui ont fait fortune, ou a ceux qui la

*! Nicholas Paige examines the evolution of the Western concept of “fiction’ and
its relation to truth in Before Fiction: The Ancien Régime of the Novel (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011).

22 The study of sentimental fiction in the eighteenth century typically explores the
role of empathy in the relation of a European reading subject to a distant and different
“other.” This dynamic reinforces distinction instead of erasing it. In addition to our
previous references on the sentimental novel, see also Lynn Hunt, Inventing Human
Rights: A History, 1st ed. (New York: W.W. Norton & Co, 2007), 209-11.
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font faire. [...] D’ailleurs, comment raisonner avec des gens qui
s’enveloppent dans des nuages d’équations ou de distinctions
métaphysiques, pour peu que vous les pressiez par le sentiment de la
verité? Si ces refuges leur manquent, ils vous accablent par les authorités
innombrables qui les ont subjugués eux-mémes, sans raisonner, et dont ils
comptent bien subjuguer a leur tour.?3
In this passage, Saint-Pierre attaches the term ‘sentiment’ to the idea of evidence and
truth, as proven by geometry and experiment. Then he goes on to decry the fact that
those who have lost the “sentiment of evidence” are instead sold on “systems” taught in
school. System thinking leads to blind acceptance, and likely error, while the sentiment
of evidence is a personal approach to finding truth.>* Abstract theory, such as equations
and metaphysics, distracts from truth and renders difficult the act of reasoned
communication with others. Saint-Pierre insists twice in the above passage that
reasoning with people of this mindset is not possible. In some sense, distancing
knowledge of nature from the act of experiencing nature is disenchanting. Removing the
sensorial element (évidence) from observational experience displaces knowledge from
the realm of sentiment and the figural and into the domain of pure intellect and the
discursive. For Saint-Pierre there is a fundamental disconnect between these two modes
of encoding and representing knowledge, to the point where a person representing

knowledge in one mode finds it impossible to communicate reasonably with a person

relying on the other mode.

23 Etudes, 1: xi-xii, emphasis mine.
24 Jessica Riskin notes that the term “esprit de systéme” was a widely used epithet
in eighteenth-century disputes, used to depict the target of one’s disagreement to be a
person constrained and devoid of something necessary to forming sound opinions.
Science in the Age of Sensibility (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002).
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One of the fundamental flaws in the intellectual mode that Saint-Pierre critiques is
the systemic reliance on authority. The system of transmission of knowledge based on
authority of the source rather than on direct evidence is represented as violence against a
person. Savants who are operating in the system mode have “lost” the sense of evidence,
have sold themselves in order to gain advancement, require a refuge when faced with
questions based in the other mode, and then pile on innumerable references to other
scholars who have established their authority by “subjugation” of the student who will in
turn perpetuate the cycle of abuse by inculcating the same respect for scholarly authority
in their own students. Saint-Pierre makes the claim that purely intellectual knowledge of
nature is divorced from the reality it purports to describe, having abandoned the reliance
on sensorial evidence that sentiment still sustains. Ultimately this body of system
knowledge is supported by chains of authority leading back to learned societies and
philosophes instead of to the primary subject — nature itself.

Elsewhere in this section, Saint-Pierre claims that philosophy has veiled the laws
of nature from European savants, prejudiced by the authority of Aristotle’s name which
was consecrated in all the universities of Europe. Instead, he urges the reader to take up
the motto of the Royal Society of London: “Nullius in Verba” (On the word of no one).?
This motto is a statement of professional ethics, regarding the proper way to conduct
affairs. These arguments beg the question of how Saint-Pierre came to have a powerful
and direct experience of nature and reliance on the sort of thought based in experience he

advocates.

25 Etudes, 1:xxi.
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Saint-Pierre travelled extensively starting at the age of twelve when he took his
first ocean voyage accompanying his uncle, a ship’s captain, to Martinique. Employing
observation skills honed in travel accounts of his voyages, Saint-Pierre attempted an
encyclopedic natural history project, his Etudes de la nature. His initial plan was to write
a natural history, in the model of Aristotle, Pliny, Bacon, and other famous eighteenth-
century contemporaries.2® The initial project of the Etudes hit an obstacle in approach
that would defer Saint-Pierre’s completion of the project for several years. In his study
on the strawberry plant, he describes encountering a seemingly insurmountable
methodological crisis in his description work. Referring to his perception that a
description of the strawberry would be incomplete without accounting for the various
insects that also seem to be part of the life of the plant, he states,

Si on pense maintenant que toutes ces especes, variétés, analogies,
affinités, ont dans chaque latitude des relations nécessaires avec une
multitude d’animaux, et que ces relations nous sont tout-a-fait inconnues,
on verra que I’histoire compléte du fraisier suffirait pour occuper tous les
naturalistes du monde.?’

Saint-Pierre’s conclusion points to his growing sense of the futility of natural
history, and it suggests that he was left pondering a new solution to this quest for
knowledge. The demands for totality required by a system of description surpass what an

individual is capable of encompassing. “La nature est infiniment étendue, et je suis un

homme trés-borné. Non seulement son histoire générale, mais celle de la plus petite

26 Saint-Pierre writes in the first Etude, “Je formai, il y a quelques années, le
projet d’écrire une histoire générale de la nature, a I’imitation d’Aristote, de Pline, du
chancelier Bacon et de plusieurs modernes célébres.” Etudes 1:1.

27 Etudes, 1:15.
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plante, est bien au-dessus de mes forces.”?® Diderot makes a similar argument about the
difficulties encountered in creating the Encyclopédie:

I1 etit été difficile de se proposer un objet plus étendu que celui de traiter
de tout ce qui a rapport a la curiosité de ’homme, a ses devoirs, a ses
besoins, & a ses plaisirs. Aussi quelques personnes accoutumées a juger
de la possibilité d’une entreprise [...] ont prononcé que jamais nous
n’achéverions la nétre. [...] Quand on vient a considérer la matiére
immense d’une Encyclopédie, la seule chose qu’on apergoive
distinctement, ¢’est que ce ne peut étre I’ouvrage d’un seul homme.?’

28 Etudes, 1:2-3.
*® “Encyclopédie,” Encyclopédie, 5:635.
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Figure 2.1. The novel Paul et Virginie, appearing in print for the first time as part

of the third edition of Etudes de la nature. Image Source: Bibliothéque Nationale
de France.

If we consider the novel to be related to the main project of the Etudes, then it
must be a response to this problem of the limits of description. Saint-Pierre was, as we
have observed, not the only author to contend with these issues and was among those
who experimented with new ways to provide an adequate description of the natural

world. This experimentation was both methodological as well as rhetorical, as Joanna
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Stalnaker argues: “description became, during the Enlightenment, a site of
methodological tensions and competing truth claims that resulted in epistemological and
linguistic experimentation and transformation.”® Moreover, the novel occupies a
position at the end of the Etudes not just sequentially, but as a capstone to the whole
project. Jean Fabre sees the inclusion of Paul et Virginie in the Etudes de la nature “as a
logical and meaningful aesthetic choice on Saint-Pierre’s part.” Fabre continues,
claiming that “this association was not entirely arbitrary [...] Paul et Virginie was indeed,
in a certain way, this ‘Painting of Nature’ that the artist finally sensed he had brought to
its point of perfection, a studio and competition piece, a master work, destined to crown
the ‘studies,” understood in the technical sense of the term.”3! 1 argue that Paul et
Virginie is a genre redraft of a project to describe nature and humankind’s place in it,
with roots in the Voyage, continuing in development with the Etudes, and culminating in
this final fiction genre text.

The novel Paul et Virginie is both a creative distraction from the natural history
project and an attempt to apply its principles to human society. In the novel, Saint-Pierre
portrays a microcosm of society (“une petite société”) in two families who live side-by-
side tucked away in a valley on Ile de France. The story of Paul and Virginie recounts
the fortunes of two single mothers who seek a better future far from France on colonial

fle de France. Marguerite and Madame de la Tour, though of different social classes, set

30 Joanna Stalnaker, The Unfinished Enlightenment: Description in the Age of the
Encyclopedia (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2010), 212.

3! Stalnaker’s translation, p. 69 citing Jean Fabre’s “Paul et Virginie pastorale,”
Lumiéres et romantisme: Energie et nostalgie de Rousseau a Mickiewicz, 2nd ed. (Paris:
Klincksieck, 1980), 234.
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up households adjacent to each other in a remote valley where they raise their children,
Paul and Virginie, respectively, together almost as siblings. This little society consists of
the two women, their children, and two slaves who are the domestic servants of the
women. All seems a tropical utopia where these refugees from regular French society
strive to live simply and in harmony with divine providence, until the children reach
adolescence. Before emerging maturity and sexual awareness create problems, Virginie’s
mother sends her back to France to live with a wealthy relative. When Virginie finally
returns to ile de France to reunite with Paul, she tragically perishes in a shipwreck within
sight of her family onshore.

Saint-Pierre states in the preamble to Paul et Virginie that the text “n’est au fond
qu’un délassement de mes Etudes de la nature, et 1’application que j’ai faite de ses lois au

32 The novel is thus both a relaxation from a

bonheur de deux familles malheureuses.
natural history project and the application of that knowledge to transform two unfortunate
families into happy ones, if only in writing. Contrasted to the descriptive and persuasive
essay style of the Etudes, the emotionally touching narrative of Paul et Virginie marks a
shift from appealing to the reader’s rational mind to influencing the reader instead via a
different style of thinking — sentimental thinking. “Il faut des commentaires pour
entendre aujourd’hui les livres de I’antiquité, qui sont les ouvrages de la raison [...] mais

il n’en faudra jamais pour étre touché des pricres de Priam aux pieds d’Achilles, du

désespoir de Didon, des tragédies de Racine, et des fables naives de La Fontaine.”*? In

32 Jacques Henri Bernardin de Saint-Pierre, Paul et Virginie, ed. Jean Ehrard
(Paris: Gallimard, 2004), 30.
33 Saint-Pierre, Etudes, 3:15.
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Etude XII, Saint-Pierre makes the argument that works of reason require commentary to
understand, particularly if they are from a different context or time, but he claims that
works that are accessed through sentimental understanding do not require this mediation
and solicit an active response. This is indeed how the text of Paul et Virginie functions
as a more universal, activating, and humanizing version of some of the truths about
nature that Saint-Pierre was attempting to convey in the Etudes.

Observing the passages in the novel where the landscape is named, “1’arbre de
Paul,” “le repos de Virginie,” and “la Découverte de 1’amiti€,” or otherwise imbued with
meaning beyond itself, we can see the text’s attempts to establish a connection beyond
mere material existence, or to create a new order to the world within which the two
families may again find happiness. In a similar interpretation, Jean-Michel Racault finds
these toponyms create a ‘readable’ landscape that invests nature with references beyond
the natural realm. “Ces noms isolent dans 1’espace inorganisé du domaine des sortes de
‘points nodaux’ subjectivement investis par les membres de la “petite société’ d’une
intense valeur affective [...] ils sont associés a quelque particularité de I’histoire propre
de leurs habitants.”3* This effort to create new connections and reframe the signification
of the natural world is the work of re-enchantment. The fiction of Paul et Virginie,
positioned in the context of a natural history work, thus helps us to uncover the function
of the novel in this tension between systeme and sentiment, between disenchantment and

re-enchantment of the world.

34 Jean-Michel Racault. “Systéme de la toponymie et organisation de I’espace
romanesque dans Paul et Virginie,” in Studies on Voltaire and the Eighteenth Century
242, (Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 1986), 384.
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Saint-Pierre claims that Paul et Virginie is an application of the laws of nature he
was writing about in his Etudes de la nature. However, it is also writing that employs a
different mode from the Efudes where he describes writing the novel as a “délassement”
from the Etudes de la nature. In the dictionaries of the day, “délassement” signifies a
relaxation or repose needed by the mind as much as by the body after difficult work. The
definitions also offer that “le changement d’occupation et de travail délasse 1’esprit, et
quelquefois méme le corps.” We see then that délassement is not necessarily
synonymous with cessation of work, but with a change in activity that unwinds or
‘unlaces’ from work that has grown tiresome. We should understand that drafting the
novel Paul et Virginie is not so much a rest from the primary work of the Etudes as it is
work on the same problematic in a different mode — it is still an application of the
systems of nature Saint-Pierre is studying.

Thus, rather than regard Paul et Virginie as a side venture, we can come to see it
as an evolution of the previous studies. Referring again to the quote above, this
concluding novel applies principles gleaned from the earlier studies, and it does so for a
purpose. Applying nature’s revealed laws or systems, Saint-Pierre confers joy or good
fortune on two families who are qualified as “unhappy” or “unfortunate” (malheureuses)
through his text. We may wonder why, here again, Saint-Pierre explicitly mentions
“deux familles.” If the benefit of this new insight into nature’s laws applied to only one
family, that would not signal general applicability, but rather devolve into the realm of

particular story. Since this creative text affects not just one brave protagonist, nor even

35 Entry “Délassement” in the Dictionnaire critique de la langue francaise, 1787.
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one family, but rather two families, it can therefore be seen as illustrative of society, or at
least of a portion of society. The fact that multiple families are raised from ‘malheur’ to
‘bonheur’ demonstrates a universal effect to what Saint-Pierre claims about the laws of
nature. The novel gives an experience based on Saint-Pierre’s study of nature, wherein
harmonious application of this understanding transforms people.

Given the tragic dénouement of the novel, it is somewhat surprising that Saint-
Pierre refers to happiness for the two families. The reader is led to experience a feeling
of unease at the intrusion of the local governor, M. de la Bourdonnais, who is pressed by
Mme. de la Tour’s relatives to secure Virginie’s voyage to France. The reader also
experiences the loss of Virginie who dies tantalizingly close to achieving her return to the
island ideal she dearly misses while in France. And the framing narrative leads the reader
to experience the wistful loss expressed by the vieillard who recounts the history of the
abandoned valley to the traveler whose narrative voice opens the story. These layers of
loss are created to lead away from the island and back to the reader in Europe. The
idyllic island existence, that is to say the pastoral experience of morally noble characters
living harmoniously with nature, is created for the reader as a memory to be sought after.
The feeling of loss invests the ideals of societal formation and harmonious relationship to
nature presented in the novel with an emotional resonance. This emotional resonance is
one not available, I would argue, from a textual genre based in the declarative phrases of
encyclopedic knowledge. It is however, on the other hand, ideally offered in the creative
illusion of a novelistic genre. For Saint-Pierre, discovery of the ‘laws of nature’ begins in
the studies and finds its application in the novel. He is no longer presenting laws or

systems to appeal to the mind / esprit but is now creating an experience for the reader
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designed to fill the heart. The happiness referred to above is Saint-Pierre’s ideal,
experienced through Paul et Virginie’s characters in the middle of the valley, in the
middle of the double narrative frames of the novel, before the reader experiences the
sentiment of loss as the society of metropolitan France exerts influence. In this way we
perceive a double set of experience — that of the fictional characters and that of the
reader. This may suggest that the ‘reality’ of the reader’s experience derives from its
origination in a fictional experience.

While the connections between the Etudes de la nature and Paul et Virginie can
be drawn from Saint-Pierre’s statements and the imbrication of the latter in the former,
the connections between Paul et Virginie and the Voyage a l’ile de France also provide
critical revelations about the genesis of the novel. It is in the Voyage that Saint-Pierre
first describes his perspective on systéme versus sentiment for understanding nature. It is
through the Voyage that we can appreciate how significantly Saint-Pierre altered his
source material to accomplish the goals of Paul et Virginie. The Voyage a [’ile de
France is Saint-Pierre’s travel account of his trip to fle de France, Ile de Bourbon, and the
Cap de Bonne-Espérance between 1768 and 1771. It is his first published work,
appearing in 1773.

What, then, is the relation between Paul et Virginie and the Voyage? For Robin
Howells the Voyage a [’ile de France presages Saint-Pierre’s later works, particularly the
Etudes de la nature and Paul et Virginie. “[Saint-Pierre] himself seems to see it as

foundational, not just later, but at the time [...]. As he completes the Voyage, that is,
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Bernardin already envisages developing from it a substantial intellectual construction.”3¢

Meanwhile Yves Benot finds the Voyage a key to understanding Saint-Pierre’s theories
about nature and providence. Benot states, “En somme, a la seule exception du Paradis
des amours enfantines de Paul et Virginie, tout ce qu’il [Bernardin de Saint-Pierre] avait
a dire est présent dans le Voyage, matrice de tout ce qui suivra, mais pour une fois sans la
moindre prolixité.”3” Benot is referring specifically to Saint-Pierre’s theory of
Providence and natural harmony as well as his attention to plants, animals, and geology.
Considering Paul et Virginie as the fictional re-working of the travel account of
Voyage a I’tle de France provides us with two important views into Paul et Virginie.
The first of these insights is into Saint-Pierre’s conception of sentiment and systeme. The
second is the trajectory from travel account to pastoral novel that establishes a connection
between the work of disenchantment and re-enchantment. To understand better the
significance of this travel account for his later novel, let us first examine the roles of

sentiment and systeme in Saint-Pierre’s thought such as they are revealed in the Voyage.

Sentiment versus systéme originates in the Voyage a ’ile de France

In the trajectory of Saint-Pierre’s writing that culminates in Paul et Virginie, we
see that sentiment and system are two ways to read nature. For Saint-Pierre they are

oppositional, as we can see in this key passage from Voyage a [’ile de France.

36 Robin Howells, “Bernardin de Saint-Pierre’s Founding Work: The Voyage a
I’lle de France,” The Modern Language Review, 107, no. 3 (2012): 757.

37 Jacques Henri Bernardin de Saint Pierre, Voyage a [’isle de France, a l'isle de
Bourbon, au Cap de Bonne-Espérance, &c. Avec des observations nouvelles sur la
nature et sur les hommes, par un officier du Roi, (2 vols. 1773), ed. Yves Benot (Paris:
La Découverte/Maspero, 1983), 20. Unless otherwise stated, all references will be to this
edition.
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J’ai écrit sur les plantes et les animaux, et je ne suis point naturaliste.

L’histoire naturelle n’étant point renfermée dans des bibliotheques, il m’a

semblé que c’était un livre ou tout le monde pouvait lire. J’ai cruy voir

les caracteres sensibles d’une providence; et j’en ai parlé, non comme d’un

systéme qui amuse mon esprit, mais comme d’un sentiment dont mon

ceeur est plein.3®
Specialist knowledge or training is not required to understand nature. Saint-Pierre
demystifies this knowledge of the physical world by claiming it is open to any who can
observe. The author stresses his lack of qualifications to write on the subject of plants and
animals. He wrote about them, but in no way is he a naturalist [“je ne suis point
naturaliste”]. The negative construction with ne point is both a more formal register and
a stronger negation than ne pas. However, as strongly as Bernardin de Saint-Pierre
downplays his qualification as a formal naturalist, he equally strongly claims the right of
all to observe and understand nature. Natural history, he writes, is not “closed up in
libraries,” and this condition is not new, it is timeless, as shown by the use of the present
participle éfant. It is a current condition, but also a state that recognizes no past or future.
Thus natural history is free and is always free from being confined to libraries — the
place of experts and a space apart from nature itself.

Saint-Pierre then states his belief that natural history is legible in the “caractéres

sensibles” of this metaphorical ‘book’ open to all. To understand, one needs but be
sensitive to the patterns of providence revealed in nature. With the use of the term “une

providence,” Saint-Pierre makes the claim that these patterns discernible to the sensitive

person confirm a sense of purpose in nature, as something provided by a divine Creator

% Saint-Pierre, Voyage, 26.
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for the use of humankind. It is unclear whether Saint-Pierre’s text further claims that this
providence is necessarily divine, or just possibly divine.

Saint-Pierre elects to found his writing on the premise that satiating sentiment is
the appropriate context for adequately representing this knowledge of nature, not the
creation of systems which entertain or flatter the intellect. In this implicit criticism of
those naturalists such as Linnaeus, and to some extent Buffon, who strove to decode the
patterns of nature to put them into their own system, Saint-Pierre criticizes the whole
endeavor of systematizing knowledge. Carl Linnaeus (1707 — 1778) perhaps best
represented the idea of comprehending nature through the lens of system because he
energetically challenged the cumbersome and inconsistent way that animals and plants
had been identified by natural historians since Aristotle, Theophrastus and Pliny the
Elder. Linnaeus instead created a shorter taxonomic system to identify plants and
animals by genus and species in Latin. Linnaeus argued for the organized hierarchical
structure of nature, which he published in his book Systema Naturae (1735) and refined
over the following years in its many editions.

Ultimately, Saint-Pierre claims that corralling nature’s story into categories is an
effort to denature nature by making it fit into explanatory schema that flatter human
intellect but betray the essence of what is thus being instrumentalized. Saint-Pierre
embraces a more humanistic approach that fills and fulfills his heart via the realm of
feeling [sentiment]. This finds a parallel in the idea that figural representation can
express what literal language cannot.

In reflecting upon his voyage to the Ile de France, Saint-Pierre opposes sentiment

to systeme and not to the more-expected antonym of raison. Sentiment and raison are
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certainly considered in opposition in the eighteenth century, and in Saint-Pierre’s own
work. Saint-Pierre famously modified Descartes’ cogito, writing in French, “Descartes
pose pour base des premicres vérités naturelles: je pense,; donc j’existe... Je substitue
donc a ’argument de Descartes celui-ci, qui me parait et plus simple et plus général: je
sens, donc j’existe.” Thus, Saint-Pierre opposes penser [to think] and sentir [to feel], to
argue that the latter is the most apt way to think about the natural world. In support of
this argument, I refer to Jean-Michel Racault’s assessment of Saint-Pierre’s
epistemological basis: “Le sentiment, plus que la raison, est en lui la faculté essentielle,
celle qui détermine une autre forme de relation avec la nature: la connaissance de la
création.”*® For Saint-Pierre rationalist thinking leads to becoming system-bound and
paying more attention to the details of the system rather than admiring the creation it is
meant to describe. Saint-Pierre writes in the twelfth study of the Etudes, “Qu’est-ce,
d’ailleurs, que cette raison dont on fait tant de bruit? Puisqu’elle n’est que la relation des
objets avec nos besoins, elle n’est donc que notre intérét personnel.”*® Due to the way
that Saint-Pierre finds reason to be individual, self-interested, and subject to social
influences, he warns, “Méfions-nous donc de la raison, puisque des les premiers pas elle
nous égare dans la recherche de la vérité et du bonheur.”*! Where reason leads to
methods and systems which ultimately thwart the goal of understanding nature, sentiment

leads back to the creation that inspires it.

39 Jean-Michel Racault, “L’homme et la nature chez Bernardin de Saint-Pierre,”
Dix-huitieme siecle, 45, no. 1 (2013): 316.
40 Saint-Pierre, Etudes, 3:8.
41 Qaint-Pierre, 3:10.
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We have established several French terms that are important for understanding
these texts, notably sentiment and systeme. It behooves us to examine the semantics of
these terms as they would have been understood by a reader some 200+ years ago.*> For
a modern reader the term “sentiment” evokes connotations of feeling and emotion-based
thought. The current-day French dictionary Le Grand Robert gives the common
definition of the term ‘sentiment’ as “Tendance affective assez stable et durable, moins
violente que I’émotion ou la passion; état qui en résulte. Emotion, passion; affectivité,
sensibilité.”*} However, the term is more complicated in the late eighteenth century. The
1762 dictionary of the Académie francaise gives five definitions for sentiment. The first
definition focuses on physical sensation conveyed to the mind or spirit, “Perception que
I’ame a des objets, par le moyen des organes des sens.”** The second definition similarly
focuses on nervous system activity. Not until the third definition do we find the
emotional resonance that is more currently associated with the term, “SENTIMENT se
dit Des affections, des passions, & de tous les mouvemens de 1’ame.” The fourth
definition, “signifie aussi, L’opinion qu’on a de quelque chose, ce qu’on en pense, ce

qu’on en juge,” echoes the general sense we will see in the Encyclopédie.

42 An essential reference for sentiment in the eighteenth-century novel is Lynn
Festa, Sentimental Figures of Empire in Eighteenth-Century Britain and France
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2006); other work that examined how
sentiment translated from private to public expression in eighteenth-century writing is
John Mullan, Sentiment and Sociability: The Language of Feeling in the Eighteenth
Century (Oxford, England: Clarendon Press, 1988).

43 Le Grand Robert de la langue francaise online, s.v. “Sentiment,” accessed June
26, 2019, https://gr-bvdep-com.ezp3.lib.umn.edu/robert.asp

* Dictionnaire de I’Académie frangaise 4th ed., (Brunet, 1762), s.v. “Sentiment,”
2:711.
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If we analyze the first definition more closely, we can appreciate the connection
to the physical emphasized by the term sentiment at the time:
1. SENTIMENT. s.m. Perception que I’ame a des objets, par le moyen des
organes des sens. Sentiment vif. Sentiment douloureux. Sentiment
agréable. Il signifie de méme, La faculté qu’a I’ame de recevoir
I’impression des objets par les sens. Avoir le sentiment exquis, le
sentiment délicat.®
In this definition, we see that eighteenth-century French conceptions of sentiment
focus first on the way the external world is perceived by the sensing and thinking
apparatus of the body. The Cartesian ambiguity toward the locus of thought is
highlighted here by the juxtaposition of the intangible “ame” with the tangible sensory
organs which communicate perceptions of material objects to that soul or mind.*® Note
that the examples given in the definition remain on a very basic sensory level — pleasant,
painful, or sharp sensations — emphasizing contact and the physicality of sensation,
avoiding the question of how, for example, sight or smell function at a distance from the
item seen or smelled. However, this emphasis on sensory perception is not the only
signification for the French term “sentiment” at the time.
The third definition given by the same dictionary layers in the emotional aspect
that is more commonly evoked today.
3. SENTIMENT se dit Des affections, des passions, & de tous les

mouvemens de I’ame. Sentiment noble, ¢levé, généreux, bas, lache.
Sentiment d’honneur, de probité. Sentiment d’amour, de tendresse.

4 Dictionnaire de I’Académie francaise, 2: 711.

*® Recall that French philosopher René Descartes sparked an enduring debate on
mind/body split with his 1637 essay, Discours de la méthode, particularly in Part IV. For
greater discussion of the longevity and impact of Descartes” work, see Stéphane Van
Damme’s Descartes: Essai d’histoire culturelle d 'une grandeur philosophique (Paris:

Presses de Sciences Po, 2002).
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Sentiment de haine, d’aversion, de colére, de vengeance. Sentiment de
pitié. Sentiment de joie, de plaisir. Sentiment de douleur. Sentiment de
reconnoissance. Sentiment d’estime, de respect. Sentiment de repentir.

[...]

On appelle Sentimens naturels, Certains mouvemens qui sont inspirés par
la nature. La tendresse des péres envers leurs enfans, & celle des enfans
envers leurs peres, sont des sentimens naturels. On dit dans le méme sens,
Ce pere a perdu tous les sentimens de la nature. Il n’a aucun sentiment
d’humanité.

[19~3

Again in this third definition we see that the seat of the sentiments is the “ame.”
Here, however, we find that the soul or mind are both the object and the agent of affect.
The movement of the soul/mind could either be in reaction to an impression received
from the outside, or as agent generating that movement from within. It is interesting to
note the additional explanation of certain sentiments as being in alignment with nature,
and the example given is of a positive affect such as parental tenderness. In the last
dictionary definition, we see the influence of nature in inspiring certain sentiments, which
implies a connection between nature, natural forces and human thought or feeling.

Diderot and d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie offers more insight into the semantic
range of the term “sentiment” in the eighteenth century. “Sentiment” is described as
mostly synonymous with the terms avis, pensée, and opinion, which may surprise a
modern reader due to these terms’ lack of a connection to emotion. Diderot writes the
first entry under the multiple headword “Avis, Sentiment, Opinion.” He writes that all
these terms relate to a “jugement de 1’esprit,” where sentiment distinguishes itself from

avis or opinion by emphasis on the deliberation that precedes this judgment, and in the
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way it implies sincerity.*’” Jaucourt will simply rework Diderot’s definition for the later
volume when “Sentiment” is the main headword accompanied by the other two
synonyms. When given as a synonym of “pensée,” Jaucourt states that sentiment is a
simple enunciation of one’s ideas, and “une croyance qu’on a par des raisons ou solides
ou apparentes.” This definition again links sentiment to idea, reason, and belief. The
rather long definition given under the medical category concentrates on the faculty of
feeling, that is to say, of physical sensation in the body. The metaphysics category
includes a definition of “Sentiment intime,” which crosslinks to “Evidence” and revolves
around the awareness of one’s own existence and the awareness of all truths perceived by
the self. This series of definitions in the Encyclopédie gives us a sense of the wide lexical
field associated with the term “sentiment” in the late eighteenth century. We find in this
understanding a representation of knowledge and the mind where thought is shaped by
physical sensation, where the senses (the body) promise to provide a new way of
knowing, where experience generates knowledge.

It is curious that the Encyclopédie does not include the definition that refers to
emotion and passion which the Académie’s dictionary does. Where the Académie’s goal
was to record language in use and defend a coherent structure of the French language, the
Encyclopédie’s writers sought to change the common manner of thinking (“changer la

facon commune de penser”).*® Thus this omission in the Encyclopédie points to a tension

* Compare the entry for “Avis, Sentiment, Opinion” (1:879) with the entry
“Sentiment, Avis, Opinion” (15:57) and the entry “Pensée, Sentiment, Opinion” (12:309)
in the Encyclopédie.

8 Diderot writes in his entry “Encyclopédie” that this cognitive alteration is the
goal of structuring their Encyclopedia with entries that are cross-linked with renvois. “Si
ces renvois de confirmation & de réfutation sont prévus de loin, & préparés avec adresse,
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between two approaches. The Académie’s approach sought to systematize and control
language usage as a part of Cardinal Richelieu’s strategy to consolidate power and
national identity under one king, one nation, and one language.*® The approach of the
Encyclopédie team was to undermine the conceptual system in place and replace it with a
more critical thought process. The encyclopedists proposed to accomplish this through
the principle organizing schema of a ‘tree of knowledge’ (“Systéme figuré des
connaissances humaines”) and the use of cross-references that could serve to subtly
undermine the content of one article by contextualizing it among other entries that were
critical of the original entry. The omission of the emotional definition for sentiment in
the Encyclopédie stakes a position firmly advocating for judgment and a rational
materialist conception of the body, and a move to undermine emotion as intangible and
unreliable. This opposition highlights the eighteenth-century struggle between asserting
control over the material world through the creation of systems and validating humanity’s
place in the cosmos through subjective and intangible experience — such as emotion.

As we have established, the French concept of sentiment is closer to
thought/judgment in the eighteenth century than it is to ‘emotion’ which is the term’s
principal association today. In the eighteenth century this ‘sentiment’ mode of thought is
linked to actual physical sensation, and thus is connected to the broader world around the
sensing individual. This intimate connection between mind and sensory input evokes a

feeling of permeability to the physical/natural world. Through a novel, Saint-Pierre

ils donneront a une Encyclopédie le caractere que doit avoir un bon dictionnaire; ce
caractere est de changer la fagcon commune de penser.” 5:642.
4 C.V. Wedgwood, Richelieu and the French Monarchy (New York: Collier
Books, 1968), 110-11.
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creates a fiction that conveys knowledge of the material world and the subject’s place
within it. We can approach Saint-Pierre’s project by exploring the novel’s use of the

pastoral genre.

The pastoral egnre as a way of knowing nature

One mode of writing that draws a strong connection between nature and human
behavior is the pastoral genre.

The pastoral genre is defined as “A literary work portraying rural life or the life of
shepherds, esp. in an idealized or romantic form” (OED). According to French literary
scholar Jean Ehrard, the genre describes the happiness offered by nature and virtue
together, and a “réverie poétique sur I’Age d’or.”>° Pastoral literature descends from
Greek antiquity in texts like Virgil’s “Bucolics” and the idylls of Theocritus. Borrowing
from the popularity of late Renaissance Spanish and Italian tales of shepherds and
shepherdesses in bucolic settings, the French pastoral genre came into its own with the
seventeenth-century monumental work by Honoré¢ d’Urfé, L 'Astrée. Other authors such
as Sorel will take on and challenge the pastoral genre in the seventeenth century, and its
popularity will start to fade by the beginning of the eighteenth century. Known for
elegance of expression as well as great length (over 5,000 pages long), d’Urfé’s novel
took its title from the name of the Greek goddess of justice, Astraea, who was known in
mythology for being the last of the deities living among humans to leave the earth at the
end of the Golden Age. The choice of this goddess brought to d’Urfé’s novel, and the

pastoral genre thereafter, the idea of a return to a golden age of justice, peace, and

*% See Ehrard’s introductory remarks on genre and the pastoral in Jacques Henri
Bernardin de Saint-Pierre, Paul et Virginie, ed. Jean Ehrard (Paris: Gallimard, 2004), 9.
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prosperity and harmonious existence with nature inhabited by divine presence again. In
1788, the same year Saint-Pierre publishes Paul et Virginie, Friedrich Schiller published
his poem “Die Gotter Griechenlandes” (The Gods of Greece) in which Schiller laments
the “Entgotterung der Natur” (the ungodding or “secularization” of nature).>! These
ideas of pastoral harmonious existence and a world rehabilitated with the divine will be
of major importance to the novel Paul et Virginie.

The pastoral is, however, a dated genre by the mid-eighteenth century and thus
represents an unusual choice for Saint-Pierre, but he chooses this genre in order to
remake it, “I’ouvrage n’est pas seulement daté [...] par le genre méme auquel I’auteur le
rattache explicitement: ‘cette espece de pastorale’ dont parle déja 1’ Avant-propos de
1788, 1 ‘humble pastorale’ du Préambule de 1806.”>

The pastoral genre seeks to show humans living in harmony with nature. But it
typically does not figure humans in the form of the eighteenth century’s favored trope of
the ‘noble savage,’ but rather features civilized humans who are in some fashion
elevated, or of high social rank and who are making thoughtful choices about living in
simplicity and harmony with nature, avoiding a more complicated civilization that is
readily available to them. Sentiment is a form of judgment informed by the impression of
nature upon the senses and, in similar fashion, the pastoral is a genre of literature where

persons exercise their judgment informed by the impression of the harmony of nature. In

31 Schiller’s poem about the Greek gods and what was lost when science and
Protestant Christianity displaced a worldview encompassing everyday contact with the
divine is often cited as the inspiration for Max Weber’s critique that the scientific mindset
had stripped the world of charm, leaving it in a state of disenchantment (Entzauberung).

52 From Jean Ehrard’s “Introduction to Paul et Virginie,” in Paul et Virginie, ed.
Jean Ehrard (Paris: Gallimard, 2004), 9.
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Paul et Virginie, sentiment expresses nature in the landscape surrounding the
protagonists.

Saint-Pierre’s novel begins with a painterly description of a landscape in need of
rehabilitation. “Sur le c6té oriental de la montagne qui s’¢éléve derriere le Port-Louis de
L’Isle-de-France, on voit, dans un terrain jadis cultivé, les ruines de deux petites

cabanes.”3

The field that once was worked is no longer cultivated, and the cabins of the
owners are in ruins. From the first phrase of the novel we see that something is amiss
and that a previously productive, but simple, human settlement is lost, the remains in
ruins. The simplicity of the dwellings is implied with the expression “petites cabanes.”
Not grand plantation estates, these were but small “cabanes,” meaning huts or shacks; the
Dictionnaire de I’ Académie frangaise (1762) notes the primary example of a “cabane de
berger,” or a shepherd’s hut. (Intriguingly, the usage of the verb cabaner meaning “to
shipwreck” is recorded for the first time in 1783 in the Encyclopédie méthodique marine
—vocabulary with which Saint-Pierre would likely have been familiar.)>*

Saint-Pierre presents the pastoral as an antidote to worldly prejudices and a means

of redeeming those individuals who are corrupted by the colonial quest for wealth and

33 Paul et Virginie, 109.

>4 Both the Trésor de la langue frangaise and the Grand Robert note the usage of
the verb cabaner to indicate ‘capsizing a boat’ first appearing in 1783. Only the Trésor
references the source, which I have confirmed is the nautical extension of Diderot and
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie, written by Clairbois and Blondeau, the Encyclopédie
méthodique. Marine, Dédiée et présentée a Monseigneur le Maréchal de Castries,
Ministre et Sécrétaire d’état au département de la marine. (Panckoucke, 1783, 3 vols.)
1:205. From his multiple long voyages aboard ocean-going vessels, Bernardin de Saint-
Pierre would likely have been quite familiar with maritime vocabulary. By lexical
association, Saint-Pierre subtly foreshadows the tragic end of his novel in the very first
sentence.
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power. The novel begins with the narration of a younger traveler who encounters an old
man who is a local, at which point a second narration by the older man begins, embedded
within the framework of the first narrator. The second narrator, the vieillard, asks the
younger first narrator, “dans cette ile, située sur la route des Indes, quel Européen peut
s’intéresser au sort de quelques particuliers obscurs? qui voudrait méme y vivre heureux,
mais pauvre et ignoré?” The wise old man is skeptical that any European would not be
seduced by the lure of wealth and acclaim to be had in the Indies, to which destination
this island is merely on the route. With his years of experience, the old narrator despairs
that the happiness offered on this island will be too often rejected because this happiness
comes with lack of wealth and fame. The younger narrator counters, replying, “I’homme
méme le plus dépravé par les préjugés du monde aime a entendre parler du bonheur que
donnent la nature et la vertu.”>* This redemption of corrupted persons is the essential
value of the pastoral genre for Saint-Pierre. Here the text sets in opposition society (/e
monde) and nature. The tension between a naturalized ideal state and a corrupted state
inspires virtue and action in the “petite société” of this novel, shown here in the character
of Mme de la Tour, of whom it is said “son malheur lui donna du courage.”>® The
received opinions and judgments of European society are prejudices that deprave
humankind. Those prejudices can perhaps be dispelled or disenchanted through a new
communication about nature and virtue, which give rise to happiness — a kind of

enchantment worked by the harmony of nature and virtue.

55 Paul et Virginie, 111.
3% Paul et Virginie, 112.
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In general, the pastoral genre’s content focuses on nature and idealized simple
folk. It reflects an esthetic of “la belle nature” and emphasizes harmony. Furthermore, it
espouses an intention to teach morals, perhaps with the unstated purpose of returning to a
lost Golden Age society replete with justice and natural abundance for humankind’s
delight. The pastoral in this sense is a way of knowing nature. It lies at the intersection

of literature and epistemology.

Epistemology and the lessons of nature

Epistemology and ways of knowing nature are the subjects of important debates
in France and the rest of the colonial power nations of the eighteenth century. The
foundations of truth and reliable knowledge were questioned by philosophes and writers
critiquing powerful institutions and the authority of ideas received from old texts. As
explorers and merchants returned from voyages to newly discovered places or more
commercially viable routes to previously known but less accessible destinations, new
possibilities for profits and advancement returned with them in the form of new cargo,
specimens, and observations. Discoveries which challenged accepted knowledge about
nature spurred debate and competition to claim understanding and mastery which might
result in increasing wealth, technological advantage, or political power. It is in this
context that unfolds the drama of Paul et Virginie on colonial fle de France.

In the novel two French women, Marguerite and Madame de la Tour, both victims
of social misfortune and now single mothers, each raise their child in the simplicity of the
rustic setting. The commentaries on misfortune and the proper way to live on the land

found in the novel create an ethical aspect to the work. In the island valley, the families
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live in harmony with the land, planting what best suits the natural terrain in different
locations, bringing forth both beauty and utility to meet their simple needs.

Pastoral is a form that idealizes the harmonious relation between humans and
nature, portraying a lost age of innocence when the earthly Garden held almost no risk of
consequence for human actions, and all creatures lived in peaceful harmony. In such an
age, humankind lives in close approximation of a pre-lapsarian state of innocence, and
the land yields provisions with seemingly minimal effort on the part of humans. In
addition, the pastoral often depicts persons of high social station ‘playing at’ being
shepherds or simple folk. It is a genre which relies on the illusion of people simulating a
different way of life. In encouraging the reader to fantasize about the harmonious
‘natural’ existence of a lost golden age, the pastoral also forces him or her ultimately to

confront the reality against which it protests.

“Tirons parti de la (vérité/fiction) de mes enfants adoptifs”

The deceit of fiction is one essential element at work here. This embrace of
fiction begs the question —does this enchanting fiction ultimately undermine the
disenchanting knowledge work proposed for the Etudes as a whole? Catherine
Gallagher, commenting on the origins of the novel, notes, “The movement from romance
to novel [...] is part of a larger epistemological shift from a narrow construction of truth
as historical accuracy to a more capacious understanding that could include truth
conceived as mimetic simulation. The widespread acceptance of verisimilitude as a form

of truth, rather than a form of lying, founded the novel as a genre. It also created the
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37 Thus Saint-Pierre’s shift from representing truth as system to

category of fiction.
representing it as sentiment parallels this epistemological opening to a more complex
representation of knowledge/truth through fictional forms. Rather than undermine truth,
fiction here serves to represent a complex truth more completely.>® If the systéme is a
narrower construction of truth bound by historical accuracy, fiction leverages sentiment
to represent a truth composed of multiple concepts in delicate and ever-mobile balance
with each other. In other words, fiction activates the reader in the effort to interpret a text
that is not literal. Fiction’s figurative language requires interpretation and the
appreciation of both content and form. Rhetorical devices transform text from mere
transfer of information into an experience of information. Interpreting a metaphor gives
the reader the sentiment of a thing — at the same time an intellectual judgment, a creative
‘short-circuit’ between the lexical fields of signifier and signified, and a feeling generated
by comprehending this interplay while in the midst of creating that understanding in
one’s own mind. The act of reading is performatively enchanting. The genre in which
one writes provides/deploys specific formal constraints and likely fields of vocabulary to

be experienced by the reader. The skill of the author resides in how he or she uses them

or breaks with them to create something that readers enjoy and reflect upon.

> Catherine Gallagher, “The Rise of Fictionality,” The Novel, ed. Franco Moretti
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006), 341.

38 Much scholarship has been devoted to the critique of fiction in relation to truth
in eighteenth-century literature. Among others, one 