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Poet of the Mississippi.

(Chateaubriand.)

"I want to go to America: I will discover tre-
mendous things ..."

"What will you discover? Christopher Columbus
has done a good job ..."

"There are ctill unknown regions, I am told. I
must find them. The north-west passage ..."

"What north-west passage? And why?"

"Besldes £ want to study the wilderness, the
8aVAZeS..."

"What good will that do you? 4re you a natura-
list? An anthropologist?"

"I em a poet, I will write the great epic of Man
and Nature." -

Who was this ambitious, persistent youth who
rushed through Paris, visiting influential people,
bothering, emusing, wvexing, delighting them? He asked
for favors, he promised miracles. He needed money,
letters of introduction, all kinds of advice. People
received him, listened to him, and thought him very
brilliant, although slightly confused, Perhaps he was
a genius, Certainly, he seemed complex and puzzling.

He was intense and melancholy, talkative, pretentious,




even arrogant, and charming, sometimes languid, some-
times reckless and energetic, sometimes desperate, and
always very eager to make an impression, to startle and
to surprise. He craved fame as a thirsty man craves
water. "I am burdened with a super-abundance of
life,"” he sald of himself, yet he seemed at the same
time to be fed up with life, and willing to jeopardize
it for the sake of glory. He was very young, only
twenty-two years old. #His imposing name was frangois
Auguste Vicomte de Chateaubriand.

He never forgot for a minute that he was descen-
ded from one of the most distinguished families of
France., Two of his ancestors had been allied with the
royal house of Lngland, another had married into the
ruling house of Spain, But all this splendor was now
a matter of history. On the death of his father young
Francols #uguste found himself on the brink of poverty,
possessing nothing but his glowing imagination, his
boundless vanity, and an unshakeable determination
to make an amazing career,

He insisted, with stubborn enthusiasm: " X must
go to America."

The noble ladies of the Faubourg St, Germain
asked him: "Are you not afraid of the sea, cher ami?"

He seemed offended. "On the contrary, chére kademe.

I was born at St. Malo, in Brittany - which is a sea-




port, as you may remember., My encestors were familiar
with all the wild whims of the ocean - and so am I,

I adore its tremendous breath - lhe grand souffle de
1'0Oclan ,.."

The aristocratic ladies, however, were not so
easlly convinced. "They have dreadful savages over
there, if we are not mistaken..."

The young adventurer, it seemed, was even more
addicted to savages than to the open sea. "They are
innocent, strong and good. Thelr unspoiled hearts
answer to any noble, generous appeal. The vileness,
the wickedness of human belngs are a result of
civilization, &end of that slone. Man is fundamentally

good. Oh, retour a la nature..."

The ladies nodded, thoughtful and delighted.
For this persuasive tune was familiar to all of them:
it was the seductive melody of Jean-Jacques Rousseau.
People like to hear the same slogans again and again.
The well-known maxim sounds trustworthy and calming -
even when its real import happens actually to be dan-
gerous and even revolutionizing.

The young poet continued his alluring argument,
He wanted to visit the Mississippi, the true name of
which, by the way, was keschacebe, Its waters, its
enchanting banks were calling him. It was a Memeric
landscape that he was going to find there, the perfect

beauty of the Garden of Eden. Had they not seen, and




admired, the engravings of Father Lafitau? There was a
great artist and scholar, and a holy man. His idea of
discovering the common origin of all human races: was
it not enthralling? In the New World he had studied

the Universal Religion which all the peoples of the

earth once held in common - truly a noble and stimu-
lating conception! - and had found significant traces
among the savages of that lost religious community.

In his pictures of the games and rituals and struggles
of the American Indians, the savages were portrayed

as having the charm and dignity of Greek statues, and

the poet could not rest until he had seen for himself
whetner Father Lafitau was right. Were these uncivilized
beings really as wonderful as he had described?

The ladies were mildly interested in Father Lafi-
tau's theories of the Universal Religion. Their under-
standing increased, however, when thelr youthful visitor
declared that he was sick and tired of civilization. The
ladies agreed: things looked pretty bad. How far was
the excited mob able and willing to go? And what might
happen to His Majesty? Apocalyptic moods prevailed in
aristoeratiec salons, in the Paris of 1791. Nobody was
quite able to understand the frightenlng and gigantie
events; but everyone had sinister forebodings. Civili-
zation seemed to be on the point of falling back into

chaos, 7This was a cataclysm sweeping away the very




foundation of morals, culture, religion. It was an
earthquake. ZEverything seemed to be eracking end
tottering: a social order ~- their social order - was
bursting asunder.

The ladies of the Baubourg St. Germain admitted
that the savages could hardly be more blood-thirsty,
dangerous, and grasping then the Parisian revolution-
aries, Why should a young fellow from & nice family
not try his luck over-seas, since such abominable
things were going on at home?

Other friends of Chateaubriand felt, on the con-
trary, that the place of any nobleman was in France -
now, when the fury of incited masses was threatening
all sacred traditions - and the privileges of the ru-
ling class. The traditions as well as the privileges
had to be defended. A young man like Fran?ois Auguste
should stay at home and fight, instead of planning a
fentastic expedition.

The young Vicomte, however, became strangely
evasive whenever those fellow noblemen questioned
him about his attitude towards the present struggle.
For there was a flaw, e sentimental confusion in his
vivid mind. On the one hand, he was, intellectually,
& child end product of his own period, educated and
somewhat vaguely inspired by the doctrines of the
philosophy of Lnlightenment, by the revolutionary




pathos of Freedom, and, above all, by the delicate
and at the same time iconoclastic spirit of Jean-Jacqgues
Roussesu. On the other hand, he had in common with his
soclial class the natural aversion to disorder and
chaos. Moreover, his aesthetic sense was appalled by
certain ghastly and cruel scenes he had had to witness,
and which any violent change of society inevitably brings
forth, He was divided against himself, and he chose the
most convenient and, in his own opinion, the most noble
sclution. " I have nothing to do with either camp", he
exclaimed with arrogant resignation. " My real life
is in higher regions... for me, the forests..."

Finelly everything was prepared, he had bidden
a sentimental farewell to his mother and the ancient
feamily house at Cambourg, Britanny, and was ready to
jein a French expedition sailling from St. Malo to Bal=-
timore. The St. Pierre was a slow and tiny boat of
only one hundred and sixty tons, the sea was rough, and
a group of seminarists hardly meant & very stimulating
company. Moreover, the fresh water on board became
scanty, and on May 6th., the St.Pierre had to inter-
rupt her trip and emchor off the Azores, The enthucias-
tic young treveller, however, hardly noticed the in-
conveniences., His breast was filled with enchanting
hopes, wonderful expectations, and his fenciful mind

was excited by grand though nebulous meditations...




The New World! The concept was ell-embracing, poignant
with future and mystery. It promised not only the
heeling power of solitude, the beauty of savage lirfe, but
also the ideal fulfillmant of the finest European tra-
ditions. For Chateaubriand expected an America which
would be half a paradisiec wilderness, half the perfect
Republic, populated by Roman heroes end virtuous Quekers-
offering all the inspiring qualities and reasonable
achievements of revolution, without its disagreeable,
prosaic, and brutal counterparts.

When the St. Pierre finally reached Baltimore,
early in July, 1791, the fanciful passenger was positi-
vely overwhelmed by his feelings and expectations.
There it was, at last! - the fabulous continent unknown
to the world of antiquity, and ignored even during many
centuries of modern life.

He set foot on Americen soil - and the firgt
being to welcome him in the land of the free, was a

young slave, a fifteen year old Negro gzirl, belle comme

le nuit, miserable and lovely.

The disappointment was inevitable since he had
expected too much. But he was hardly disposed to admit
it - even to himself. Only during the first weeks of
his stay in America he occesionally confided to his
diary that the New World was not quite what he had

hoped. Where was the paradisiac wilderness? He




falled to notice it when he travelled to Philadelphia,
by stege-coach, after having spent one day in Baltimore.
The country, he felt with a certain apprehension, was
neither fantastic nor picturesque but rether barren and
flet - " with very few birds, few trees, some single
houses, no villeges at all." 4nd Philedelphia was not
much better. He found it " cold and monotonous" - :
"No monuments!™ he lamented. "Above all - no ancient
monumentsi" Even the wuakers," those virtuous descen-
dants of Guillsume Penn", fell somewhat short of the
ideal notion of them he had cherished, Indeed he even
observed two unworthy Friends trying to cheat each
other in a Philadelphis shop -: & scene he later des-
eribed with abhorrence.

How did he spend his fortnight in Philadelphia?
His diary fails to give any clear information. It is
not even known whether he visited the artistic and
scientific collections the city had to offer. One
fact, at least, seems to be beyond any doubt: that he
was once received by George Washington., Sceptical
biographers used to question even this event, consi-
dering the complete lack of any esuthentic document with
the exception of Chateaubriand's own not very trust-
worthy recital., Recently, however, Chateaubriand's
letter of introduction to the President has been dis-

covered. Since it was written by a man whom Washington
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respected - Colonel Armand - it is likely he agreed to
receive the poet. Yet the meeting could hardly have
lasted more than a few minutes; for Washington, at
that time, weas overburdened with all sorts of peti-
tioners.

The French visitor brought to pley all his trained
end sparkling eloquence in the effort to interest
Wwashington in his project of " discovering the north-
west passage"; but the President remasined aloof. The
poet tried to convince him: "™ It certainly is less
difficult, Your Excellency, to discover the northwest
passage than to create a nation."™ - whereupon the great

American replied: ™ Well, well young man.." And

these four words were George Washington's total response
to the passionate project of his visitor.

This was discouraging, even humiliating, consi-
dering Chateaubriand's proud sensibility. In order to
compensate himself for so embarrassing a rebuff, he
later invented a dinner invitation from the President.
He recalled, in his memoirs, somewhat dreamily and
vaguely to be sure, this charming meal ostensibly
attended by Washington and " five other guests" -
whose names were apparently too insignificent to be
mentioned., Conversation during the meal dealt with the
current events of the French Revolution, according tb

the report we find in " Voyage en aAmérigue." A certain
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sense Of shame, however, prevented the imasginative
author from giving the detalls of his conversation with
the American statesman. He refrains from quoting any
remarks by his famous host, offering instead some
rather general and blurred observations on Washing-
ton's personality - which he found " not surprising.”
This follows a lengthy comparison between George Washing-
ton and Napoleon, beginning with the statement that
Washington does not belong to the "family of Ceasar and
Alexander", who surpassed humen size, as did Napoleon
also. Washington, he tells us, he was not possessed

by that demoniacal restlessness that haunted Bonaparte,
driving him from Memphis to Vienna, from Cadiz to Mos-
cow, LEvery feature, every episode of Napoleon's bio=-
grephy is spectacular, obvious, and tragic - while the
actions and the personality of George Washington are
shrouded in silence. There was no foolhardy adventurer
but a man slow to act, always conscious of his great
historical tesk, considering himself always as " the
mandatary of the liberty of the future." -

By constructing psychological or historicel paral-
lels, Chateaubriand tried to divert his reader's atten-
tion - and perhaps his own mind - from the dreary fact
that his visit to the President was simply a failure.
He had therefore to renounce, at least for the time

being, his confused and pretentious plan of discovery.
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He found some comfort, however, in dreaming of another
expedition to America. This first trip, he kept assur-
ing himself, was only an insignificant prelude, compared
with that second one which would be better prepared

and would certainly be far more successful. The next
time, he would stay in this country for about nine years
he would visit Canada, and California, and the sources

of the Mississippile...

He left Philadelphie, after a rather boring and
empty stay of two weeks, and continued his journey,
8till seeking unheard of and ineredible beauties, and
Jungles where mysterious dangers lay in wait ... For a
few weeks longer we are able to follow his wanderings.
We see him on his way to New York - which had no in-
terest for him at all - ; from New York to Boston, where
he inspected the battle fields of American liberty- :

"J'ai vu .le8 champs de Lexington!"™ , he exclaimed, and

rushed back to New York, and then enjoyed a tour on the
Hudson Eiver - " riviere majestueuse!™- which tour wes
embellished by the delightful presence of a pretty
uaker girl from Philadelphia. She sang a heart-moving
ballad on the death of General André, end the poet soon
forgot s bitter feelings about those disingenuous
friends in the Philadelphia store. A few days later, we
find him in Albany, where he hired a Dutch guide and

bought two horses; for now the real excursion into
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the wilderness, the actual adventure was supposed
to begin. "No more cities, no more narrow houses,
no more Presidents, Republics, Kings; above all, no
more men ...,"

Strangely enough,'howeVEr, the first human being
he met in the wild forests was a Frenchman by the
name of Viclet - a former cook of General Kochambeau.
It is like a scene in a classiec French comedy, this
extraordinary rendez-vous in the jungle between the
wandering poet, fantastically disguised as an Indien,
and his versatile compatriot, who had made a career
as a dancing teacher of the Iroquois Indians, Monsieur

Violet was very much respected by messieurs les sauvages

and mesdames les sauvagesses, who regarded him as an

expert in elegant manners and graceful steps. The
poet, with his long beard, the flowing mane of his un-
covered hair, and the bare neck, and the former cook,

transformed into a ggitre de plaisir of the savages,

acted, in the thick of the woods, like two gentlemen
meeting in a Parisian salon. Monsieur Violet wrote
letters of introduction for Monsieur de Chatesubriand,
recommending him to his friends, the Onondagas Indiens -
last remnant of six Iroquois tribes. Monsieur de
Chateaubriend consequently, was politely received by the
Endian chiefs, in their camp on the Unondagas Lake.

We can watch our amazing traveller in his thea-




tricul masquerade - he had bought from the natives

& complete and authentic costume -, on his way from
albany to Niagara Falls; conversing with Indian chiefs
who understood a little French or English; courting
sweet Indian girls who smilingly sang and danced for him.
Une of them, by the name of Mila, was especlally
attractive, and something like a little romance deve-
loped there in the forests - although certainly a pure-
ly platonic one ...He inspected the Genesee settlement,
and was fascinated by the odd mixture of civilized and
primitive life, and he made an excursion to interview a
frenchman nemed Philippe Le Cocq, who lived with the
savages, had married an Indian woman, and had complete-
ly adapted his ways of life to the habits and rituals
of the natives. Chateaubriand spent two days in his
hut, and asked him, before he left: " Are you happy,
Philippe?" Whereupon his estranged compatriot replied,
after a long and thoughtful pause - vaguely and at the

same time emphatically - : "™ Heureux? - - Oui...oui...:

Heureux depuis je suis sauvage..."

This eventful tour from Albany to Niagera is the
last episode of Chateaubriand's American journey
described by himself in a satisfactory, trustworthy
manner. With the very moment of his reaching the
Falls his figure becomes more and more indistinct, as
if the roaring water had veiled his features and

gestures. He mysteriously disappears among the
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fantastic scenery; for we should remember that the
grand spectacle of Niagera, at that time, reslly still
was fantastic, eand not yet made common by advertise-
ments, highways, railway tracks, hot-dog stands and
monstrous souvenirs.

tie faded away - or rather he transformed himself
into a shadow, a vexatious will-o'-the-wisp hiding
behind his amazing lies, the sublime absurdity of his
inventions, like an acient God behind cléuds., Scholars
and biographers are still busy trying to reconstruct
the blurred traces of his wanderings. The invisible
traveller, however, constantly, deliberately, misleads
them with his endless contradictions and boasts and
distortions, his confusing or wiping out of the facts,

Where did he go from Niagara Falls? How much time
did he have at his disposal, from his arrival at the
Falls till his departure from America? About one hun-
dred days - the scholars and biographers state, after
& thorough examination of all the minutiae involved.
Where and how did he spend those much-discussed hundred
daye - which are almost as important for French litera-
ture, it would seem, as the hundred days following
Napoleon's flight from Elba for the history of France,
What did he actually see? Did he see the Mississippi?

There are permanent doubts as to whether his

corporeal eyes ever looked at the Meschacebé -The
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beloved stream whose pralses he later sang so en=-
chantingly. He claimed, in some of his writings, to
have made an extended trip, following the course of

the Ohio River and the Upper Mississippi. He visited
the Netchez - according to this not very convincing
report -, and returned to civilized regions, by way of
Nashville and Knoxville. All this sounds rather
unlikely. For a single, unarmed European would have

had but slight chance of surviving so daring an expe-
dition, in those troubled days of the autumn of 1791,
when many Indian tribes were in open revolt. There

are striking contradictions, not only within the varied
writings of “hateaubriand, but also between his ac-
counts and the more reliable reports of contemporary
travellers. In other cases he obviously mppropriated
for his own use the material of authors who had actually
seen and described those regions. An expert in matters
concerning Chateaubriand - the distinguished French
scholar Gilbert Chinard -has discovered that the Vicomte
quoted lavishly, within his own text, entire paragraphs,

even pages, of Gilbert Imlay's Topographical Description
of the Western Territories of North America ( London,

17¢2). As a result of this plagiarism, Chateaubriand
actually offered a picture of the Ohio as it had been
in 1780 - when Imlay made his studies and observations-,

instead of as i1t really was in 1791, We find, for
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instance, detailed remarks on the ruins of Scioto, but

no reference to a French colony which had been esta-
blished more recently near the ruins., WUor did Chateau-
briend mention the city of Marietta, founded in 1787,

in honor of Queen Marie antoinette. He certainly did

not quote Imlay, however, nor any other serious scientist
but was inspired by his own imagination, when he noted
that there was an " admirable contrast™ between vegeta-
tion, climate, and scenery of the two Mississippi banks ...
Like & magician who fills the empty stage with innumera-
ble white pigeons or colored eggs, all produced from

the narrow pockets of his tuxedo - Chateaubriand, very
generously, furnished the waves and banks of the
Mississippl with an astounding multitude of fantastic
flowers, crocodiles, parrots, and all sorts of en-
chanting or monstrous creatures.

Perhaps he did not travel at all, after his fati-
guing trip from Albany to Niagara, but preferred to
spend those mysterious hundred days with some Indian
belle, in the forests, or simply at a modest inn, in
Boston, Philadelphia, or New York. YThere can be mno
doubt that he did see the MigsissippiRiver; but it may
have been that he saw it only in his dreems and visions.
To congider Chateaubriand a liar because he exaggerated
and falsified his American experiences, would be to make

a superficial, although probably accurate judgment/
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What is truth - what invention in a poet's work?

Who would dare to define the delicate boundary between
artistic creation and vulgar lle? A great artist

once said that every work of art is " a more or less
convineing lie." As for Chateaubriand, he was thoroughly
and firmly convinced that his own interpretation of
things was more significant, more authentic, indeed,

more actual than any ordinary reality.

For those biographers, however, who stubbornly
insist on finding out the objective, prosalc, histori-
cal truth, he re-appears as a man of actual flesh and
blood, shortly before his departure for Europe, on
December lo, 1791. He had read in an English paper
the shocking news of the flight of Louls XVI. An
emigrant army was organized at Coblenz, under the flag
of the French princes - and the young poet considered
it his duty, according to his own report, to join the
voluntary legion of noblemen., L1t might be, however,
that this explanation of his somewhat sudden depar-
ture again does not quite correspond to the historical
facts. Certain symptoms indicate that the restless
traveller had already begun to be bored with those
much-praised " solitudes of America". Francols auguste
felt it was more amusing to appear in Europe as the
man who had seen aAmerica - if only for five months -

than to extend his actual stay.
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The fantastic ideas and illusions on the New
World he had cherished before the journey, were still
alive in his mind when he left - half sobered half
inspired by the things he had seen. The disorder
within his head was as chaotic as the lamentable state
of the notes he had written down. Nothing had taken
shape; everything was in an effervescent process of
preparation and transformation. He had not yet decided
whether he wanted to describe his real impressions of
america, or his poetical dreams. What finslly happened
was that his memories of certain actual scenes became
interwoven with the made-up étdries. and supposedly
objective reports with images and melodies from the

dream world., In his Essal sur les Révolutions,in

Voyage en Amérigque, and in the autobiography with the
mysterious title Mémoires d'Outre Tombe, he speaks with

the pretension of & man whose statements deserve ecre-

dence and serious consideration. In The Natchez -

describing in grand epic style the rebellion of the
Louisiana Indians " after centuries of suppression™ , -
he claims the dignity and reliability of a great his-

torien; in Génie du Christianisme he presents himself

as the morallist and philosopher -~ while only in the two
short Indian novels, Atala and Rend, does he admit to
being what he actually was, in every line he ever wrote-:

a poet,
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His American experiences - in spite of the short-
ness of his stay and the superficial character of his
observations - represent, in a way, the spiritual
center and backbone of his entire literary production.
It is very curious to notice with how much economiec
sense this author used, again and again, the same
material - notwithstanding the seemingly inexhaustible
gtream of his rhapsodic eloguence. His American
souvenirs appear, and re-appear, in almost all of his
books - which are, in a very strange manner, connected
and intermingled with each other, forming in their
entirety an¢ inspired though not very reliable self-
portrait. Atala, the story of the lovely Indian girl -

" 1l'4popée d l'homme de la nature," as he called it

himself, with a very Kousseau-like formula - was ori-
ginally included in The Natchez, and later became a part
of Génie du Christianisme, Chateaubriand's great reli-

glous and philosophical confession. Kend - the maudlin
recital of a young frenchman who, in the year 1725,
arrived in Louisiana, " heaunted by passions and mis-
fortune",- is intimately connected with Atala and
appeared in The Natchez before he became the pro-
blematical hero of the little book that bears his neame.
Lgsential elements of these exotie stories, however,
are used in the varied essays as well as in the cele-

brated autobiography, Mémoires d'Outre Tombe. The early
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contact with the american soil, the meeting with

the savages was one of the decisive stimulations

of Chateaubriand's intellectual development; the me-

mories of this journey continued to dominate, in ever
changing forms, all of his writings as a sentimental

and artistic leitmotiv.

Most of his stories dealing with his " escapade
into the wilderness", were written many years after his
return from America; some of them even decades later.
Une of the most interesting chapters of Voyage en
Amérique - a sort of conclusion or epilogue, entitled
ﬁtats Unis- is dated from the year 1825, Here Cha-
teaubriand praises, and laments, the astounding pro-
gress made by the United States in so many respects,
since his visit. " I would hardly recognize the country
should 1 go there today", he says, before analyzing the
impressive development of American civilization. The
highways! - the post offices! - the steady increase
in population - ; merely three millions and twenty nine
thousand in 1790; more than seven millions in 18lo - and,
in 1820, almost ten millions of inhabitants ,..: the
poet enumerates these fizures with & kind of wistful
enthusiasm. ®or, on the one hand, he regrets the
wilderness, those beloved " solitudes" of the forests
which are gradually vanishing, thrust back by the rapid

advance of modern life - yet at the same time he betrays
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a real pride in the imposing career which America -
his America! - had made. "We have to imagine cities
such as Boston, New lork, Baltimore, Philadelphia,
New Orleans, illuminated at night, full of horses and
cars, offering all the joys of reflined luxury ..."

In this un-lyrical chapter, Chateaubriand, the

homme du monde, the politician expresses his point of

view, BHe is intelligently concerned with realistic
political problems rather than with sentimental or
ecstatic moods. One of the topics interesting and
disturbing him, is the recent establishment of the
Latin- American Republies, neighboring the United
States. Mexico, Chile, Columbia, and Peru might even-
tually turn out, in his opinion, to be an alarming
danger to the U,S,A, Economic rivalry - he feels -
sooner or later could lead to armed conflict. Yet his
final conclusion is optimistic. For, "™ whatever the
future may prepare, the spirit of Liberty will never
disappear completely from America."

In other parts of Voyage en Amérique, Chateau-
briand expresses himself as naturalist and explorer.

The scientific validity of his Histoire Naturelle,

however, is even more dubious than the accuracy of his
political prophecies., #is remarks on various animals
he had supposedly seen in America, are of the most

amazing naivety. We learn, for instance, that there are
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three different :=orts of bears in the United States -
brown, black, and white bears - and the paragraphs
dealing with deer, foxes, birds, rats, wolves, etc.,
are not much more instructive. As for the fish, our
explorer restricts himself to this statement: " The
fish in the lakes of Canada, and especially in the
lakes of Florida, are of an admirable beauty.” He
also informs us that America is " the homeland of

snakes - la patrie des serpents.

But it was neither Chateaubriand the naturalist
nor the political prophetf, whose writings fascinated
and influenced French readers, It was rather the
rhetorical romaenticist who became famous; the vision-
ary, the i#nspired rhapsodist. He was the one who
poured out words - incessantly, irresistibly; enthu-
siastic words, tender, ecstatic, violent, lyrical words;
a cataclysm of words, fireworks, cascades, streams of
words., Generations were spellbound by the elegance
end melancholia, the persuasive eloquence, the seductive
melody of his poetical prose. Even now, when Chateau-
briand's literary manner is apt to seem #&gﬁfjand even
spurious, we cannot but recognize the striking images,
the captivating rhythm and verve of his style.

His contemporaries, the German romanticists,

undeniably had & more profound message and delivered it

with more honesty. But they had much in common- the
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ecstatic grandseigneur from St. Malo and those ingen-
ious dreamers in the provincigl cities of Germany.
Above all they shered that boundless melancholia which
the Germans designate by the besutiful word Welt-
schmerz - two syllables loaded with all the sorrow of
the world, It was this hopeless, bottcmless melan-
cholla which made René appeer " savage among the sava-
ges." 4nd Chateaubriend, transported by his own

poetical despair, exclaimed: ™ Tu n'existe que par le

malbeur, tu n'es gquelque chose que par la tristesse de

ton éme et 1'dternelle mélencolie de ta pensée..."

The German romenticists, seeking a remedy for

their Weltschmerz, escaped into the twilight of the

Dark Ages, into the magnificence and horror of Gothic
frenzy end wisdom. The exotic scenery of the Mississipd
mean to Chateaubriend exactly what the picturesque
background of ancient castles, prisons, and cathedrals
meant to his Germanic colleagues. While they populated
thelr dungeons and palaces with valiant knights, noble
ladies and wicked intriguers, Chateaubriend filled his
fentestic wilderness with noble Indians, exchanging
poetical phrases with errant young Frenchmen from good
femilies. The Blue Flower, magic symbol of the German
romantlic school, transformed itself, in the French
poet's imagination, into an exuberant, colorful tropic

plant.
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The notion of the ncble Indian was one of the

eesthetif and moral obsessions of that period. Cha-
teaubriand, following the literary pattern of his time,
simply deepened and intensified this conception which
had originally stimulated and inspired his own
impressionable mind., He presented in his stories a
cast of romantic figures very much in line with the
general taste end mood - : The dignified Indien Chief,
Chactas - which means Harmonious Voice-, sclemnly bur=-
dened with high age and sublime wisdom; Atala, the dark
beauty, "™ full of passion and power; one was obliged

to hate her or to adore her .,." ; the religious her-
mits preaching the Kingdom of God to the savages =~
until Atala ecstatically cries out: " Heaven sent you

to save my soul, Holy man! I am Christiani" There

are tears, and hymns, and prayers, and the sensual me-
lody of the flute, and the majestic volces of forest,
river , prairie. The blissful idyll, however, is
occasionally disturbed by bloody struggles, heathen
ceremonies, or gay hunting. And above this enchanted
landscape there hovers, like a lucid cloud, the deli-
cate spirit of the poet who has created and animated this
world,

When Chateaubriand wrote Atala he was an unhappy
man in exile, and he felt those noble, faraway lndians

to be his traglc brothers-in-suffering. It was half in




pity for himself that he poured out his heart-breaking

sympathy for those down-trodden, aristocratieé savages.
"Unfortunate Indiens! whom I have seen wan-
dering in the deserts of the New World, with
the ashes of their ancestors! you, who have
afforded me hospitality, notwithstanding
your wretchedness! I cannot recompense you
at the present time; for 1 am wandering as
well as yocu, at the mercy of men; and less
happy in my exile, I have not brought with
me the bones of my fathers."

The youth of twenty-three who left the United
States, in December 1791, had little foreboding of what
destiny was preparing for him - at home, in Europe, on
the other side of the Atlantic. He went back, with all
his pride and genius, his sadness and his ambition.

Bne episode of his eventful life was finished -: per-
haps the most significent one. New adventures and
disappointments, new triumphs and disasters were al-
ready awaiting him. The period of exile, friendless,
penniless, in London was still to come; the service
as an officer in the French emigrant army; the return
to the homeland; the diplomatic career under various
rulers; the literary fame, the love affairs, the so-
cial end political intrigues, the voyages, the scan-
dals, misery and glemour. Awaiting him was the solace

of religion, le Génie du Christienisme he was to dis-

cover and praise, outgrowing the rebellious scepticism
of his youthful deays, overcoming Rousseau's philosophy

too as one recovers from a dangerous disease. But he
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was never to find peace. Growing o0ld Haweédes- was for
him a time not of peace but rather of new bitterness,
new grief, decline. Awaiting him was the last hour, on
July 4, 1848, and a woman watching his egony: Madame
Récamier, the devoted friend. France was writhing,
once more, in the convulsion of revolution. Another
King was being done away with: Louis Philippe, tlie
bourgeois, with his funny umbrelle. Francois Auguste
Vicomte de Chateaubriand who had witnessed and sur-
vived the coming and going of so many a ruler, watched
with ironic detachment this last catastrophe. The new
Republie they had proclaimed with so much confidence and
well-meaning jubilation - would it guarantee lasting
peace? Ah, certainly not the Peace he was longing

for ...

There was a whisper, sweet and dreadful - very
near; very far awey...Was this the message of Peace,
finally comforting and calming a restless, pretentious
heart? Was it Madame de Récamier, murmuring last
prayers for the sinful soul of her departing friend?
Or was it the melody of the ocean he had known and
loved as a boy at St. Malo? Perhaps it was Chactas,
the Harmonious Voice; or Atala's childish, seductive
song - the eternal song of the River that he had invoked
when he still was young and ambitious and eager for
enormous deeds:

"Puisse mon récit avoir could comme tes flots, 3

Meschacebé i
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Poet of the Mississipni.

(Chateaubriand,.)

I want to zo to Americal I will discover tre-
mendous things «e."

"what will you discover? Christophe: Columbus
has done & 2ood joOb +.a"

»Phere are -till unknown reglions, 1 am told. |

"

wust find them, The northewest passage «..

"what north-west pauvsage? J4nd why?"

“Besides ¥ want to study the wilderness, the
BAVEZESsee"

»4hat sood will that do you? Are you a natura-
1ist? 4n enthropologist?”

"I am a poet. I will write the great eple of Man
and Nature."” =

dho wes this ambltious, persistent youth who
rushed through Paris, visiting influential reople,
vothering, amusings, vexing, dellighiine them? He asked
for favors, he promised miracles. Fe needed money,
letters of introduction, eall kinds of advice. People
received him, listened to him, and thoucht him very
brilliant, elthough slishtly cocnlused, Perhaps he was

a zenius. Certainly, he seemed complex and puzzling.

He was intense and melancholy, talkatilve, pretentious,




even arrogant, and charming, sometimes languld, some-
times reckless and energetic, sometimes desperate, and
always very eager to make an impression, to :tartle and
to surprise, He craved fame as a thirsty man craves
water, "]l am burdened with a super-abundance of
life,” he sald of himself, yet he seemed &t the same
time to be fed up with life, and willing to jeopardize
it rfor the sake of zlory. He was very young, only
twenty-two years old, His impcsing name was ¥rancols
Auguste Yicomte de Chateaubriand.

He never forgot for a minute that he was de:cen-
ded from one of the most distinguished familles of
France. Two of his ancestors had been sllied with the
royal house of England, another had merried into the
ruling house of Epain, Dut all thls splendor was now
a matter of history. On the death of his father young
Francois suguste found himself on the brink of poverty,
possessing nothing but his glowing imagination, his
boundless vanity, and an unshakeable Jetermination
to make an amazing career.

He insi.ted, with stubborn enthusiasm: " X must
£0 to America."

The noble ladies of the Faubourg St. Germain

asked him: "Are you not afraid of the sea, cher ami?"

\ ’
He seemed offended. "On the contrary, c.ere Mademe.

I wug born at St. Malo, in Brittany - which is a sea-




port, as you may remember, My ancestors were famillar
with all the wild whims of the ocean - and so am I,

I adore its tremendous breath - ke grand souffle de

1'Ccéan ,..

The aristocratic ladies, however, were not so
easily convinced., "They have dresdful savages over
there, if we are not mi:ctaken..."

The young adventurer, it seemed, was even more
addicted to savages than to the open sea. "They are
innocent, stronmg and good. Thelr unspoiled hearts
answer to any noble, generous appeal. The vileness,
the wickedness of human beings are a result of

civilization, =nd of that alone. Man is ‘"undamentally

:o0d. UL, retour & la nature...”

fhe ladies nodded, thoughtful and delighted.
For this persuasive tune was familiar tc all of them:
it was the seductive melody of Jean-Jaccques Rousseau.
People like to hear the same slogans agein and agaln.
The well-known maxim sounds trustworthy and calming -
even when its real import happens actually tc be dan=-
gerous and even revolutionizing.

The young poet continued his alluring argument,
He wanted to visit the Nississippi, the true name of
which, by the way, was Meschacebe. Its waters, its
enchanting banks were calling him, It was a Vemeric
landscape that he was going to find there, the »erfect

beauty of the Garden of Eden. Had they not seen, and




e o

admired, the engravings of Father Lafitau? There was a
great artist and scholar, and a holy man, His idea of
liscovering the common origin of all human races: was
it not enthralling? In the New World he had studied

the Universal Religion which all the peoples of the

earth once held in comron = truly a noble and stimue
lating conception! - and had found significant traces
among the savages of that lost religious community.

In his plctures of the games and rituals end struggles
of the American Indlans, the savages were portrayed

as having the charm and dignity of Greek statues, and

the poet could not rest until he had seen for himself
whetLer Father Lafitau was right. Were these uncivilizea
beings really as wonderful as he had desecribed?

The ladles were mildly intercsted in Fa'her Lafi-
tau's theories of the Universal Religion. Their under-
standing increased, however, when their youthful visitor
declared that he was sick and tired of civilization. The
ladies azreed: things locked pretty bad. How far was
the excited mob able and willing to go? &and what might
happen to His Majesty? Apocalyptic moods prevailed in
aristocratie salons, in the Parls of 1791, Nobodly was
gquite able tc understand the frightening and gigantie
events; but everyone had sinister forebodings., Civili-
zation seemed to be on the point of falliing back into

c¢haos. 7This was a cataclysm sweeping away the very




foundation of morals, culture, religion, 1t was an

earthquske. Everything seemed to be eracking and
tottering: a scciel order - their sccisl order - was
bursting ssunder.

The ladies of the Faubourg St, Germain admitted
tliat the savages could hardly be more bleod-thirsty,
dangerous, and grasping than the Paricsian revolution-
aries, #hy should a young fellow from a nice famlly
not try his luck over-seas, since such abominable
things were goling on at home?

Other friends of Chateaubriand felt, on the con-
trary, that the place of any nobleman was in France =
now, when the fury of incited masses was threatening
all saered traditions - and the privileges of the ru-
1linz class. The traditions as well as the privileges
had to be dcfended. A young man like Francols Auguste
should stay at home and fight, instead of planning a
fantastic epedition.

The younz Vicomte, however, became strungely
evesive whenever those fellow noblemen que:tioned
him about his attitude towards the present strugsle.
For there was flaw, a sentimentel confusion in his
vivid mind., On the one hand, he was, intellesctually,
a child and product of his own perlod, educated ana
somewhat veguely inspired by the doctrines of the

philosophy of Enlightenment, by the revolutlonary
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sathos cf Freedom, end, above all, by the delicate

and st the seme time iconoclastie splrit of Jean-Jacques
Roussesu. On the other hand, he had in common with his
sceial class the natural aversion to dlsorder and

cheos. Morecver, hls aesthetic sense was appalled by
certain rshastly and eruel scenes he hud hed %o witness,
and whieh any violent change of socletly inevitably brings
forth. He was divided against himself, and he chose the

most convenient and, in his own opinion, the most noble
solution. " I have nothing to de with either camp”, he
exclaimed with arrogant resignation. ” My real life
1s in hizher regions... for me, the forestsSese”

Finally everything wes prepared, he had bidden

-

a sentimental ferewell to his mother and the anclent
family house at Cembourg, Britanny, and was ready to
join a French expedition sailing from St. Kalo to Bal=
timors. The St, Plerre was a slow snd tiny boal of
only one hundred and sixty tons, the sea was rough, and
g group of seminarists hardly meant a Very stimulating
company. Moreover, the fresh water on board became
scanty, and on Kay Gthe., the St.Plerre had to inter-
rupt her trip and anchor off the AzOTES. The enthu.ias~
tic young traveller, however, hardly noticed the in-
conveniences. His breast was filled with enchanting
hopes, wonderful expectations, =nd his fanciful mind

was excited by grand though nebulous meditations...




I'he New World! The concept was all-embrecing, poignant
with future and myster It promised not only the

healing power of solitude, the beauty of savage life, but

lso the ideal fulfillmunt of the finest European tra-

iitions. For Chatesubriand expected an america which
3ld be half a peradisiac wilderness, half the perfect

Republic, populated by Roman heroes and virtuous (uukers -
offering all the fnspiring quallities and reasonable
achievements of revolution, without its disagreeabdle,
and brutal counterparis.,
vhen the St. Plerre finally

w

reached Baltimore,
early in July, 1791, the fanciful passenger was positi-
vely overwhelmed by his feelings and expectations.,
There it was, at lasti! - the fabulous continent unknown
to the world of antiquity, and ignored even during many

centuries of modern life.

He set foot on American soil - and the first

i
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welcome him in the land of the free, was a

young slave, & fifteen year old Negro girl, belle comme

la nuit, miserable and lovely.
The disappointment was incvitable since he had
expected too muc., But he was hardly disposed to admit

&5

it - even %o himself. Only during the first weeks of

his stay in America he occasionally con

{ary that the New World was not quite what he had

oped. Where was the paradisiac wilderness? He







respected - Colonel armand - it 1s likely he agreed to
receive the poet, Yet the meeting could hardly have
lasted more than a few minutes; for Washington, at
that time, was overburdened with all sorts of peti-
tioners.

I'he French visitor brought te play all his tralned
and sparkling elogquence in the effort to interest
washinzton in his project of " discovering the north-
wegt passage"”; but the President remained alcof. The
pcet tried to convince him: " It certalnly 1is less
iifficult, Your Excel_.ency, to discover the northwest
passage then to create a nationi" - whereupon the great

american replied: ™ Well, well young man.." And

these four words were George Washington's total response
to the passionate project of his visitor,.

This was discouracing, even humiliating, consi-
dering Chateaubriand's proud sensibility. In order to
compensate himself for so embarrascing a rebuff, he
later invented a dinner invitation from the Preslident,
He recalled, in his memoirs, somewhat dreamily and
vaguely to be sure, this charming meal ostensibly

L)

ttended by Washington and five other guests" =

whose names were apparently toc insignificant to be
mentioned. Conversation during the meal dealt with the
current events of the French Revolution, according to

the report we find in " Voyage en amérioue.” A certain




sense Of shame, however, prevented the imacinative
author from giving the detalls of his conversation with
the american statesman, He refrains from quoting any
remarks by his famous host, offering instead some
rather genersl and blurred observations on Washing-
ton's personality - which he found " mnot surprising.”
This follows a lengthy comparison between George Washinge
ton and Napoleon, beginning with the statement that
#ashington does not belon: to the "family of Ceasar and
alexander”, who surpassed human size, a: did Napoleon
also, Washington, he tells us, he was not possessed

y that demonliscal restlessness thaut haunted Sonaparte,
drivin: him from Memphis tc Vienna, from Cadiz to Mos-
cow, Lyvers feature, every eplcode of Rapoleon's bio=-
grephy is spectacular, obvious, and tragie - while the
actions and the perscnality of George Washington are
shrouded in silence. There was no foolhardy adventurer
but a man slow to act, always conscious of his great
historical task, considering himself always as " the
mandatary of the liberty of the future.” =

By constructing psychological or historical paral=-

lels, Chateaubriand tried tc divert his reader's atten-

ticn - and perhaps his own mind - from the dreary fact
that his visit to the President was simply a failure.
Ee had therefore to renounce, at least for the time

being, his confused and pretentious plan of lscovery.




He found some comfort, however, in dreaming of another
expedition to .merica. This first trip, he kept assur-
ing himself, was only an insignificant prelude, compared
with that second one which would be better prepared
and would certainly be far more successful., The next
time, he would stay in this country for about nine years;
he would visit Canada, and California, and the sources
of the Klssissippilecee

He left Philadelphia, after a rather boring and
empty stay of two weeks, and continued his journey,
stlll seeking unheard of and incredible besuties, and
Jungles where mystericus dangers lay in walt ... For a
few weeks longer we are able to follow his wanderings.
Wg see him on his way to New York - whiech had no ine-
terest for him at all - ; from New York to Boston, where
he inspected the battle flelds of American liberty- :

"J'al vu le@8: champs de Lexingtonl”™ , he exclaimed, and

rushed back to New York, and then enjoyed a tour on the

Huydson EKiver - " riviére ma jestueuses"- which tour was

embellished by the delightful presence of a pretty
waker girl from Phlladelphia. She sang a heart-moving
ballad on the death of General andré, and the poet soon
forgot his. Litter feelings about those disingenuous
friends 1n the Philadelphla store. 4 few days later, we
find him in Albany, where he hired a Dutch guide and

bouzht two horses; for now the real excursion into




the wilderness, the actual adventure was supposed
to begin. "No more cities, no mors narrow houses,

no more ‘residents, Republies, Kings; above all, no
mMOTe Men ses"

Strangely enough, however, the first human being
he met in the wild forests was & Frenchman by the
name of Violet - a former cook of General Hochambeau.
It is like a scene in & classic Fremch comedy, this
extraordinary rendez-vous in the jungle between the
wandering poet, fantastically disguised as an Indian,
end his versatile compatriot, who had made a career

as a dancing teacher of the Iroquois Indians, Monsieur

Viclet was very much respected by messieurs les sauvages

and mesdames les sauvagecses, who rezarded him as an

expert in <legent manners end graceful steps. The
poet, with his long beard, the flowing meane of his un-
covered hair, and the bare neck, and the former cock,

transformed into a meitre de plaisir of the saveges,

acted, in the thick of the wocods, like two gentlemen
meeting in a Parisian salon. HNonsieur Viclet wrote
letters of introduction for Honsieur de Chatesubriand,
recommending him to his friends, the Cnondagas Indiuns =
last remnant of six Iroquois tribes. lonsieur de
Chateaubriand consequently, was politely received by the
Zndian chiefs, in their camp on the Cnondagas Lake.

We can watch our smazing traveller in his thea-



tric:1 mascuerade - he had bought from the natives

a complete and authentic costume -, on his way from
Albeny to Niegara Falls; conversing with Indian chiefs
who understcod a little French or English; courting
sweet Indian girls who smilingly sang and danced for him
One of them, by the name of lila, was especially
attractive, and something like & little romunce deve-
loped there in the forests - although certainly a pure-
ly platonic one ...He inspected the Genesee settlement,
and was fascinated by the odd mixture of civilized and
primitive life, and he made an exocursion to interview a
Frenchman named Philippe Le Coecq, who lived with the
savages, had married an Indien woman, and had complete-
1y adapted his ways of life to the habits and rituals
of the natives., Chateaubriand spent two days in his
hut, and asked him, before he left: " 4re you happy,
Philippe?" Whereupon his estranged compatriot replied,
after & long and thoughtful pause - vaguely and at the

sere time emphatically - : " Heureux? - - 517 v e, [

Beureux depuis Jje suls seuvage...”

This eventful tour from albany to Klagera 1s the
last episcde of Chateaubriand's American journey
desceribed by himself in a satisfactory, trustwerihy
~anner. With the very moment of his reaching the
Fells his figure becomes more and more indistinct, as
if the roering water had veiled his features and

sestures. BHe mysteriously disappears among the




fantastie scenery: for we should remember that the
grand spectacle of Klagara, at Lhal ime, really still
was fantastle, nd not yet made common by advertise-
nts, highways, railway tracks, hot-dog stands and
. - - B i

monstrous s0LUVE 1TBs

He faded away - or rather he transformed himself
"

-the-wisp hiding

into &« shadow, a vexatious will-c
behind his emazing lies, the sublime absurdity of hils
o _
inventions, like an delent God behind cl@uds. Scholars
and biolraphers are stlll busy trying to reconstruct
the blurred truces of his wanderings. The invisible
traveller, however, COu:tLuilJ, deliberately, misleads
them with his endless contradictions and boasts and
distortions, his confusing or wiping out of the facts.
4here did he go from Nisgere Falls? How much time
did he have at his disposal, from his arrival at the

falls

o |

til ca? 4Aboul one hun=-

|

his departure from Amer

ot

dred days - the scholars and blographers state, alf ter
e thorough examination of all the minutiae involved.
Where and how 41d he spend those much-discussed hundred
days - which are almost as important for French litera-
ture, it would seem, as the hundred days followling
Napoleon's flight from Elba for the history of France.
Wnat did he actually see? Uid he see the Mississippl®
There are permanent doubts es to whether his

corporeal eyes ever locked at the lieschacebdé -The




beloved stream whose pralses he later sang so en-

chantingly. He claimed, in some of his writings, to

.

o

have made an extended trip, followlng the course of
the Ohic River and the Upper Mississippi. He visited
e Naetchez - according to this not very convincing
repert -, snd returned to civilized regions, by way of
Nashville and Fnoxville, 4ll this sounds rather
unlikely. ¥o- single, unarmed European would have
had but slight chance of surviving so daring an expe-
dition, in those troubled days of the sutummn of 1791,

en many Indian tribes were in open revelt. ihere
are striking contradlctions, not only within the varled
writings of “hateaubriand, but also between his ac=
counts and the more reliable reports of contemporary
travellers. In other cases he obviously appropriated
for his own use the material of suthors who had actually
seen and described those reglions. 4An expert in matters
concerning Chateaubriand - the distincuished French
scholar Gilbert Chinard -has dlscovered that the Vicomte
quoted lavishly, within his own text, entire paragraphs,

even puges, of Gilbert Imlay's Topographical Jescription
’

of the Western Territories of North smerica ( London,

17¢2)., &5 & result of this placiarism, Chateaubriand
actually offered a picture of the Ohio as it had been
in 1980 - when Imlay made his studles and observations-,

instead of as 1t really was in 17¢1l, We find, for




instance, detailed remarks on the ruims of Secioto, but

no reference to a French colony which had been esta-
blished more recently mear the ruins. &Hor did Chateau=-
briand mention the city of Marietta, founded in 1787,

in honor of wueen Marie antoinette. He certainly did

not quote Imlay, howcver, mor any other serious sclentist
but was inspired by his own imagination, when he noted
that there was an " admirable contrast™ between vegetla-
tion, climate, and scenery of the two Mississippl banks ...
Like & mazician who fills the empty stage with innumera-
ble white pigeons or colored eggs, all produced from

tie narrow pockets of his tuxedo - Chatesubriand, very
generously, furnished the waves and banks of the
Missiselppi ith en astounding multitude of fantastic
flowers, crocodiles, parrots, amnd all sorts of en-
chanting or monstrous creatures.

Perhaps he did not travel at all, after hls fati-
ruing trip from albany to Niagara, but nreferred to
cpend those mysterious hundred days with some Indian
belle, in the forests, or simply at « modest inn, in
Boston, Philadelphia, or New fork, There can be no
doubt that he did see the Mississippifiiver; but it may
have been thet he saw it only in his dreams and visions.
To con.lder Chateaubriand a liar because he exaggerated
and falsified his American expericnces, would be to meake

a superficial, although probably accurate judgment



What 15 truth - what invention in noet's work?

convineing lie." As for Chateaubriand, he was thoroughly
and firmly convinced that his own interpretation of
hings was more significant, more ithentic, indeed,
more gctual than any ordinary reality.
for those bi graphers, however, who tub rnly
1815t on finding out the objective, prosasiec, histori-
cal truth, he re-appesrs as » of tua)l flesh and
lood, short b leparture for Lurope, on
ecember lo, 1791, had read 1 an English paper
ocki & of the fllght of louls XVI. n

that this explanation of his Ime 1t sudden depar-
sure again does not quite corresnond to the hicstorical
tain symptoma indieate that the restless

be bored with those
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much-pralsed " solitudes of Americe”, Francols «u-uste

felt 1t was more emusing to eppear in Europe as

man who had seen America - if only for five months =







well as in
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three different .orts of bears in the United States -
brown, black, and white bears - and the paragraphs
dealing with deer, foxes, birds, rats, wolves, eic.
are not much more instructive. as for the fish, our
explorer restricts himself to this statement: ° The
fich in the lakes of Canada, and especially in the
lakes of Florida, are of an admirable beauty."” He

also informs us that america is " the hormeland of

W
snakes - la patrie des serpents.

But it was neither Chateaubriand the naturalist
nor the political prophet,whose writings fascinated
and influenced French readers, It was rather the
rhetorical romenticist who became famous; the vision-
ary, the $mspired rhapsodist. Ee was the one who
poured out words - incessantly, irresistibly; enthu~
siastic words, tender, ecstatic, violent, lyrical words;
a cataclysm of words, fireworks, cascades, streams of
words, Generations were spellbound by the elegance
«nd melancholia, the persuasive eloquence, the seductive
melody of his poetical prose. Even now, when Chateau-
briand's literary manner is apt to seem Susi, and even
sourlious, we cannot but recognize the striking images,
the captivating rhythm and verve of his style.

His contemporaries, the German romanticlsts,
undeniably had a more profound message and delivercd it

with more honesty. DBut they had much in common- the




ecstatic grandseigneur from St, Malo and those ingen-

ious drecemers in the provincial cities of Germany.

Above all they shared that boundless melancholia which

the Germans designate by the beautiful word Welt-

schmerz - two syllables loaded with all the sorrow of

the world, It was this hopeless, bottomless melan=

cholia which made Rendé appear " savage among the sava=-
"

ces.” 4nd Chateaubriend, transported by his own

soetical despair, exclaimed: " Iu n'existe cue par le

malheur, tu n'es gquelgue chose gque par la tristesse de

tcn eme et l'&éternelle mélancolie de ta penséc...”

The German romanticists, seeking a remedy f‘or
their Weltschmerz, escaped into the twilight of the
Dark Ages, into the magnificence and horror of Gothie
frenzy aend wisdom. <he exotie scenery of the Misslssipd
meen to Chateaubriand exactl, shat the plcturesque
vackground of ancient castles, prisoms, and cathedrals
meant to his Germenic colleagues. While they populated
their dungeons and palaces with veliant knights, noble
ladies and wicked intriguers, Chateaubriaend filled his
fontastiec wilderness with noble Indians, exchanging
poetical phrases with errant young Frenchmen from rood

families. The Blue Flower, magie symbol of the German

romentie school, transformed itself, in the French
poet's imagination, into an exuberant, colorful tropie

nlant.




The notion of the ncble Indian was one of the

sesthetleé and moral obsessions of that period. Cha=-
teaubriend, following the literary pattern of his time,
gimply deepened and intensified this conception which
hed orizinally stimulated and inspired his own
impressionable mind. He presented in his stories a

cast of romantic figures very much in line with the

wn

general taste and mood = ¢ The dignified Indian Chief,

Chactas - which mesns Harmonious Voice-, golemnly bur=-

dened with high age and sublime wisdomj Atala, the dark
beauty, " full of passion and power; one was obliged

toc hate her or to adore her ..." ; the religious her-
mits preaching the Kingdom of God to the savages =
until Atale ecstatically crles out: » Heaven sent you

to save my soul, Holy menl 1 am Christiunl" There

are tears, and hymns, and DPrajerTs, and the sensual me=-
lody of the flute, and the majestic volices of forest,
river , prairie. The blissful idyll, however, is
oceasionally disturbed by bloody struz:les, heathen
ceremonies, or gay hunting. and above this enchanted
landscape there hovers, like a lucid cloud, the deli-
cate spirit of the poet who has ereated and animated this
world,

When Chateaubriand wrote Atela he was &n unhappy
man in exile, and he felt those noble, faraway Indians

tc be his traglc brothers-in-suffering. It was half in




pity for himself that he poured out his heart-breaking
sympathy for those down-irodden,aristocratiéc savages,
"Unfortunate Indiams! whom I have seen wane
dering in the deserts of the New World, with
the ashes of their asncestors! you, who have
afforded me hospitality, notwithstanding
your wretchedness! 1 canncot recompense you
at the present time; for 1 am wandering as
well as you, at the merecy of men; and less
happy in my exile, I have not brouzht with
me the bones of my fathers.”

The youth of twenty-three who left the United
States, in December 1791, had little foreboding of what
destiny was preparing for him - at home, in Europe, on
the other side of the Atlantic., He went back, with all
his pride and genius, his sadness and his ambition.

One episode of his eventful life was finiched -: per-
haps the most significant one. HNew adventures and
disappointments, nev triumphs and disasters were al=-
ready awaiting him. The period of exile, friendless,
senniless, in London was still to come; the service

as an officer in the French emigrant army; the return
to the homeland; the diplomatic career under various
rulers; the literary feme, the love affalrs, the so-
eial and political intrigues, the voyages, the scan=-
dals, misery and glamour. Aawaiting him was the solace

of religion, le Génie du Christianisme he was to dis-

cover and praise, outgrowing the rebellious scepticliam

of his youthful days, overcoming Rousseau's philosophy

toc as one recovers from a dengerous disease. Dut he




