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Introduction: Exoticism and the Representation of the Other
Christa Knellwolf (The Australian National University)

Ch1.1

The cult of exoticism began in the eighteenth century and
gathered momentum as increasingly numerous journeys of
exploration were charting the blank spaces on the world map
in an attempt to strengthen trade routes and pronounce terri-
torial claims. While the discovery of new parts of the world
was greeted as a mark of progress, it also posed an uncanny
threat to prevailing definitions of social roles. In their dealings
with natives, the early explorers encountered unprecedented
power relations and set in motion some of the never-ending
ideological struggles of empire. Furthermore, the – explicit or
implicit – wish to dominate over the world destabilised
European self-understanding. Seventeenth-century astronomy
had already destroyed the view that mankind inhabited one
unified and well-ordered world; sea-borne voyaging chal-
lenged the self-evidence of Europe’s superiority with the very
effort to subject the whole world to its dominion. A spate of
literary works engaged with geographic discoveries so as to
understand how and why Europe exerted control over newly
discovered parts of the world. Many minor works sought to
support imperialist aspirations only to leave the reader with
the unappetising sense of ineradicable conflict.

Hierarchy and status, in Enlightenment Europe, were to a large
extent defined by one’s place of birth. However, when a static
society became mobile, and when significant numbers began
to travel regularly over vast distances, the self could no longer
be defined in relation to its environment. The difficulties with
defining the character of travellers and migrants made it
necessary that the self should be defined in relation to itself.
But what was the core of this ‘self ’? ‘Identity’ only emerges
during the seventeenth century as a term to define a person’s
stable characteristics; it is invented as a portable marker of
social standing and national background while also illuminat-
ing the unstable meanings of the concept. This fragile sense of
self is further threatened in encounters with the native popu-
lation of remote countries and cultures. As is amply demon-
strated by research on the initial period of Pacific exploration,
these were mutually baffling experiences which heightened the
sense of insecurity about self and other.

The participants in such encounters frequently felt as if they
were actors in some strange drama. The theatrical dimension
can be observed in countless contemporary and later illustra-
tions of, for instance, James Cook’s negotiations with Pacific
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gripped the contemporary imagination to an extent that in
1796 Thomas Southerne adapted it for the stage, imitating the
generic conventions of Behn’s own Restoration comedies, even
though its title described it as a tragedy.2 It continued to be
performed during the entire eighteenth century and even
tempted John Hawkesworth, the official chronicler of James
Cook’s first circumnavigation (1768—71), to rewrite it in an
attempt to expunge all instances of low comedy in 1760.3
However, Southerne’s burlesquely melodramatic version
continued to be successful. Set in the American colonies,
Southerne’s comedy embeds the plot about the fatal love
between a couple of noble savages in a trite marriage intrigue.
It sports a young woman acting the breeches part in order to
secure a husband for her sister and herself while a licentious
widow runs after this young man who, of course, is a young
woman. There are no special dramatic effects and the play
contains only verbal humour which, incidentally, lacks spirit.
In the bleak environment of the American colonies sexuality is
a matter of procreation and not of romance. When the
planters hear that a ship of only female slaves has arrived, they
therefore noisily complain to the captain: ‘let the men and
women be mingled together, for procreation sake, and the
good of the plantation’.4

The captain of the slave ship who has arrived to sell Oroonoko
describes him in the following terms: ‘He is son and heir to the

Ch1.2

Islanders. For near contemporary pictorial representations,
the theatrical dimension of such images elucidates the impro-
vising nature of the encounter between two radically different
cultures, while reproductions in later collections not only
deprive the natives of every sense of authenticity but portray
them as exotic characters participating in the drama of
European colonisation.1(plate 1) In many ways the cult of
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century exoticism provided the
psychological distancing required for maintaining the western
attitude of superiority. Turning natives into stereotypical
figures – both of sentimental and comic provenance – embeds
them into European traditions. The act of distortion necessary
for rendering these others familiar, then, deprives them of
their threatening potentials, or in other words, soothes the
anxieties of the colonisers.

European self-perception had been thrown out of kilter by the
encounters with foreign cultures and civilisations. Comic and
aestheticising representations played an important role in
confirming the power hierarchy between Europe and the rest
of the world, helping to justify its interference in remote places
where it had no business at all. One such example revolves
round a story that was immensely popular in the eighteenth
century: the tragic love story of Oroonoko and Imoinda.
Aphra Behn’s sentimentally tragic short story ‘Oroonoko’
(1688) (plate 2) had been an immediate success. It indeed
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King of Angola, a mischievous monarch in those parts.…The
son was his general, a plaguy fighting fellow’.5 When asked why
he sells a prince at the price of a common slave, he explains: ‘I
did design to carry him to England, to have shewed him there,
but I found him troublesome upon my hands’. This contem-
porary addition jeered at the recent sensational visit (1774—
76) to London of the Pacific Islander Mai, who had been
brought back from Cook’s second circumnavigation and was
generally called Omai by contemporary culture so as to
underline his outlandishness.

The eighteenth century had an insatiable appetite for visual
and narrative descriptions of exotic places and their inhabi-
tants. To satisfy this craving, James Cook’s expeditions
included experienced painters. The sketches by John Webber,
the artist of the second circumnavigation (1772—1775), among
other things, provided the basis for Philippe Jacques de
Loutherbourg’s famous costume designs for the pantomime
Omai, or, A Trip Around the World, first performed at the
Theatre-Royal at Covent Garden at Christmas 1785.6 De
Loutherbourg’s drawings of the pantomime costumes survive
but there is no visual evidence for the costume worn by Omai.
However, the description in the libretto suggests that no
drawing had ever been made, specifying that the pantomime
character Omai was dressed in non-specific costume: ‘The idea
of his dress was taken from Cook’s Voyages, where it is said,

Ch1.3

that Omai … dressed himself with a piece of the habit of each
country he had seen in his several voyages’. The patch-work
character of Omai places him alongside Harlequin and the
Clown, the stereotypical comic characters of pantomime
whose rags indicate their lack of social and national standing.
The pantomime also travesties the reason behind Mai’s visit to
London as that of wooing a British maid.7 It concludes with a
tableau of Cook’s apotheosis, an image which graphically cele-
brates the glory of the British Empire. The plot of the Omai
pantomime eulogises Britain’s imperial aspirations so emphat-
ically that the theatrical spectacle reveals the crude self-interest
of imperialist politics. On another level, though, the comedy
also dehumanises its main exotic character, subjecting him to
a firmly Eurocentric perspective.

That blackness itself was experienced as a pantomimical
spectacle is documented in Anna Maria Falconbridge’s
account of her trip to Sierra Leone. She accompanied her
second husband on a slave ship and witnessed the transactions
between the British traders and the local chief Naimbana.
Awareness of the moral offensiveness of the enterprise is
mingled with fear and hostility. She offers the following
description of the kind of apparel chosen by Naimbana for a
formal encounter:
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‘in a purple embroidered coat, white sattin waistcoat and
breeches, thread stockings, and his left side emblazoned
with a flaming star; his legs to be sure were harlequined,
by a number of holes in the stockings, through which his
black skin appeared.’8

For Deirdre Coleman, the harlequin metaphor encapsulates
Falconbridge’s inability to come to terms with the contrasts
between the black skin colour and the white stockings. The
sense of being a part of a spooky comedy is enhanced by their
appalling state of repair:

‘Naimbana’s real self, anything but regal in
Falconbridge’s eyes, peeps clownishly through the worn-
out stockings, puncturing all illusion of ceremony and
reducing the scene to pantomime’.9

The oddity of the spectacle places him on a level with ‘raree-
shows’ or other fairground attractions, showing that
Falconbridge tries to overcome distress and confusion by
equating Naimbana with a familiar figure.

Since Harlequin’s black mask is not a means of disguise, but
rather a marker of his alien or unknowable character,

Falconbridge’s spontaneous attempt to reduce Naimbana to a
stock figure of popular comedy comes across as an act of
repression. The uncontrollable comedy behind her commedia
dell’arte image, therefore, only emphasises the uncanny nature
of the encounter. Her subsequent account of how hard she
found it to refrain from offering her ‘services to close the holes’
draws attention to her irresistible attraction to his skin and
highlights her difficulties with making sense of Naimbana’s
absurd role as mediator in the horrible play of the slave trade.

Falconbridge’s description of Naimbana as hero of a popular
comedy also makes him into an archetypically exotic
character, allowing her to side-step the task of defining his
humanity in a disturbingly inhumane context. In his incisive
assessment of the exotic during the period of Pacific explo-
ration, Bernard Smith describes countless occasions where the
conventional European definitions of humanity were revealed
to be inadequate. He poignantly asks:

Monsters or men? There is an historical dialectic of
acquaintanceship at work here that may help us under-
stand the nature of the exotic. The exotic was what the
European was not and so helped Europe to define itself.
In the visual arts exotic representations acquired a
tenuous and shifting quasi-aesthetic character, opposed
to the beautiful, in a spatial sense, as the ugly and the

Ch1.4



SIGNATURES

grotesque were opposed to the beautiful in a more direct,
qualitative sense. … Nor could the exotic stand for the
real. It could never represent those others, the non-
Europeans, as they viewed and valued themselves. It was
a category of accommodation by means of which the
European perceived and interpreted the Other according
to the limits and constraints of European
understanding.10

Confronted with threats to the very foundations of its experi-
ence, European culture invoked the exotic as a lens with which
to down-size its potentially overwhelming impact. Both
positive and negative responses were stylised so as to fit with
traditional categories about otherness. The essays collected in
this special issue highlight the tensions between enthusiastic
and dismissive responses to exotic peoples and places.

Numerous travel accounts, particularly of the nineteenth
century, either uncritically eulogise the exotic or condemn it
lock, stock and barrel. Here is an example that eloquently
praises the enchanting dimensions of the exotic:

Never shall I forget the impression made upon my mind
when I recovered from the debility of sea-sickness, and
was able to sit upon deck, to enjoy that most splendid of

all sights – the Sun rising from the bed of the ocean! …
the pale radiance of the full moon still silvered the
western waves; the sea was smooth as glass … the vessel
seemed to dance in mid-air, and the whole was to me,
enchantment!11

The opposite is a gut response of rejection, expressing the
stolid refusal to be a part of the unfamiliar environment. The
physical immediacy of the exotic environment of Africa is
frequently perceived to be so overpowering that one observer’s
revulsion reaches a nauseating degree. The sense of mortal
panic can only be overcome with the rigid confirmation of
difference between the narrator and his surroundings:

Our steamer dropped anchor in the spacious harbour of
Alexandria, when we were at once surrounded by a fleet
of small boats, as at Constantinople. But the swarthy
Egyptians were more discordant in their shouts, more
violent in their gesticulations, than the Turks; and, in
their fierce struggles for possession, trunks, portman-
teaus, and even passengers themselves, incurred
imminent danger of dismemberment. But, with some
difficulty, and not without violence, we at last succeeded
in stowing ourselves and our luggage in a boat, and
putting off for shore. Our boat grated upon the sand –

Ch1.5
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personage who will organise this mayhem. At the moment of
hearing himself addressed as ‘master’, therefore, the young
British traveller identifies with the colonial masters, trans-
forming his initial shock into a justification of empire.

Embracing a much broader historical time span than its
companion piece, this special issue begins with Diana Carroll’s
study of William Marsden’s late eighteenth-century arguments
about racial difference. This essay compares Marsden’s
arguments with the work by the key proponents of stadial
theory and places them in the context of contemporary
endeavours to position all peoples of this earth on a hierarchi-
cal continuum of cultural, moral and intellectual sophistica-
tion. Analysis of the motives behind late eighteenth-century
anthropological studies reveals the insidious role of prejudices
about the lazy and inferior natives in the justification of terri-
torial boundaries.

The immense ideological problem of cannibalism for
Enlightenment culture is explored in Shino Konishi’s essay in
which she argues that the wish to study these acts of barbarity
could be counter-productive. Rather than exert a civilising
influence on the natives of, for instance, New Zealand and
Tanna, the explorers’ pretence of showing merely scientific
curiosity in the practice led the natives to recognise their fatal

Ch1.6

and I jumped from the bow, and stood upon another
continent. My foot rested upon the fated soil of Africa –
that land of deserts and slaves – that accursed portion of
Ham, whose descendants find, in slavery in a foreign
country, an escape from the misery and oppression of
their own. And strangely enough, the first word which
interrupted this momentary train of sad reflection was
master, uttered in bad English by the donkey boys, as
they recommended their little beasts to our notice.12

I have quoted this passage at length as an example of the close
convergence between visceral revulsion, alienation and
arrogance. While this account invites us to interpret the
episode as a story of success, the narrative details foreground a
young man who is so shocked by his first encounter with
Africa that he rushes to literary and biblical precedent in order
to prevent himself from being squashed by the noise,
confusion and emotional jostling of arrival. He admits to
using violence in order to disembark and justifies it as a matter
of necessity. The scene in the harbour of Alexandria is experi-
enced as hostile, dangerous and in desperate need of someone
to bring order into pandemonium. In this vulnerable moment,
the narrator pounces on the donkey boy’s manner of address-
ing white strangers like him as ‘master’ as a sign that the native
inhabitants are impatiently waiting for the arrival of a
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attraction to this most shocking type of savagery and to
display it as a means of terrorising their European spectators.

Next follows Gerard Goggin’s study of the relationship
between exoticism – identified not only with exotic scenery
but also with extraordinary ideas about conception and child-
birth – and the expression of subversive political ideas. Percy
Bysshe Shelley’s description of rebellion and uncompromising
adherence to libertarian principles may be embedded in an
excess of convoluted fantasies about new gender and kinship
relations. Goggin’s discussion of the rich web of meanings of
The Revolt of Islam, however, uncovers its value for under-
standing how closely contemporary political struggles were
linked to radical attempts to imagine new relationships in the
domestic realm.

The ambivalent role of Aboriginal art in early twentieth-
century Australian culture comes to the surface in Sylvia
Kleinert’s discussion of the 1929 exhibition of primitive art in
Melbourne. At a time when assimilation was considered the
only meaningful future for Aboriginal people, this exhibition
was the first international arena to display traditional
Aboriginal culture. Kleinert shows that while the exhibition
was a forum to legitimate the appropriation of Aboriginal
motifs by white artists, it also was an invaluable instrument for
the indictment of the frequently inhumane living conditions

Ch1.7

of Aboriginal people. Last but not least, the exhibition boosted
the self-esteem of Aboriginal artists and encouraged joint
political action.

The final essay by John Scaggs analyses exotic imagery as a
means by which twentieth-century America expressed its
anxieties about multi-culturalism. Taking issue with Raymond
Chandler’s fascination for the repulsive, grubby and morally
offensive subculture of 1940s Los Angeles, Scaggs discusses the
racism and sexism of these novels as a means of measuring the
cultural alienation of the male white hero, the chief protago-
nist of Chandler’s detective fiction. This figure of power is
surrounded by the icons of immigrant culture and further
challenged in his masculinity by brutally exploitative,
vampire-like women. Chandler’s descriptions of how various
subversive forces threaten the traditional figure of power
reveal the endangered masculine white hero as a fantasy
obstructing a more productive understanding of multi-
cultural co-existence.
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I gratefully acknowledge the support received while a Visiting
Fellow in the Humanities Research Centre at the Australian
National University over the period of researching the exotic.
A Harold White Fellowship at the National Library of
Australia allowed me to add the finishing touches to this
collection of essays and I want to express my warmest thanks
for the kindness and encouragement that was so generously
given. Peter King’s loving support continues to add a spark of
excitement to all my work.

1 One example is Jules Ferrario, Le costume ancien et
moderne (Milan: printed for the author, 1822).

2 Thomas Southerne, Oroonoko, a Tragedy (London: J.
Wenman, 1778).

3 John Hawkesworth, Oroonoko, a Tragedy (London: A.
and C. Corbett, 1760).

4 Southerne, Oroonoko, p. 5.

5 Ibid., p. 6.

6 For a discussion of the theatrical response to Omai’s visit
to London, see Christa Knellwolf, ‘Comedy in the
“Omai” pantomime’, Cook and Omai: The Cult of the
South Seas (Canberra: National Library of Australia
Exhibition Catalogue), pp. 17—22.

7 Neil Rennie, Far-Fetched Facts: The Literature of Travel
and the Idea of the South Seas (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1995), p. 151, argues that Mai, generally called Omai in
contemporary London, had at some point declared that
he meant to marry a British woman. If he did so, it can
only have been a throwaway remark since Paul Turnbull
convincingly shows his main motive to have been that of
securing military support from Britain so as to fight
against the Boraborans who had usurped his paternal
land on Raiatea: ‘Mai, the Other Beyond the Exotic
Stranger’, Cook and Omai, pp. 43—50. For a historical
study of Mai/Omai’s trip to London, see: E.H.
McCormick, Omai: Pacific Envoy (Auckland: Auckland
University Press, 1977).

8 Deirdre Coleman, ed. and introd., Maiden Voyages and
Infant Colonies: Two Women’s Travel Narratives of the
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1790s (London and New York: Leicester University Press,
1999), p. 27; emphases in original.

9 Ibid., p. 27.

10 Bernard Smith, Imagining the Pacific: In the Wake of the
Cook Voyages (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press,
1992), pp. 9—10.

11 Anon., Extracts from the Journal of a Young Traveller
(Newcastle: printed by Edw. Walker, 1825), p. 1.

12 Anon., Pictures of Travel and Adventure (London: Nelson,
1852), pp. 10—11.
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plate 1 – Oberea:
Philippe Jacques de Loutherbourg, ‘Obereyau Enchantress’
[the immensely attractive Tahitian queen Oberea cast in the
role of an enchantress] 1785, watercolour, 32.2 x 20.2 cm;
costume drawing for the Omai pantomime, first performed at
Christmas 1785. By permission of the National Library of Australia.
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plate 2 – Oroonoko 1785:
Frontispiece of later edition of Thomas Southerne’s
Oroonoko (London 1785): ‘Oroonoko about to enact the joint
death of himself and his lover Imoinda’.
By permission of the National Library of Australia.
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Savages and Barbarians:The British Enlightenment and William Marsden’s contribution
to a Malayo-Polynesian Discourse 1

Diana Carroll (The Australian National University)

contribute to the racial stereotypes found in British-held
Malay lands at the high noon of Empire. Through the work of
the scholar, William Marsden, the science of comparative
linguistics placed the Malays at the centre of a region stretch-
ing from Madagascar to Easter Island. I will explore ways in
which Marsden’s History of Sumatra2 interacted with the
norms of eighteenth-century discourse. There is a duality in
his writing that can be explained by his commercial interest in
the East India Company. Thus already in the eighteenth
century, there were in Marsden’s writing intimations of a
phenomenon which, plucked out of its original context, resur-
faced in the nineteenth century. In the hands of his successors
Marsden’s ideas on the “indolent Malay” became the “lazy
native”3 stereotype and fused with the “national character”
attributed to all “brown” races living in the torrid zone.4
Surviving through the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, this
stereotype still persists today.

For the British, Marsden may be seen as a pathfinder for Malay
Studies. He was the first British scholar to write comprehen-
sively on the Malay world. Many of Marsden’s ideas lived on in
later scholarship and carried with them into the nineteenth

Ch2.1

While eighteenth-century European popular discourse on
savages and barbarians sprang from a long heritage of trav-
ellers’ tales about the monstrous and the marvellous, the
philosopher-historians, from Rousseau onwards, located their
debate within the larger context of a search for the “origin of
mankind”. Their discourse was marked by classical and
religious allusion and, although owing much to traditional
concerns, also accommodated the new “sciences”, including
comparative philology. This chapter focuses on the emergence
in the eighteenth century of a discourse about the region
known today as Southeast Asia. It explores the ways ideas
concerning “savages” were absorbed and transmuted into
forms which eventually permeated the thinking of late eigh-
teenth- and early nineteenth-century British political and
intellectual elites. I argue that William Marsden (1754—1836)
engendered a scholarly discourse on the East and more partic-
ularly on the peoples of the Malay lands that had a significant
role in shaping nineteenth-century British policies for the
governance of its “subject” peoples.

My aim is to trace the eighteenth-century intellectual lineage
of ideas, scientific, philosophical and historic, which were to
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century and beyond the indelible, though seemingly often
invisible, imprint of eighteenth-century philosophies.
Although British contact with the Malay Archipelago dated
from 1579, and the first English trading fleet had arrived at
Acheen5 in northern Sumatra in 1602,6 British scholars had
largely neglected the region and its inhabitants, as Marsden
himself pointed out.7 Drawing on the discourse of the day, he
intended his work as a contribution to research on the origin
and history of mankind because “The study of their own
species is doubtless the most interesting and important that
can claim the attention of mankind.”8 Marsden was directly
influenced by the work of enlightenment scholars active
around the 1770s, including Abbé Raynal (1713—1796),9
William Robertson (1721—1793),10 John Richardson (1741—
1811),11 and Pierre le Poivre (1719—1796).12

During the enlightenment, interest in the phenomenon of “the
savage” revived, and with the advent of Robertson’s theories
on the “naked savage” took a different direction. Within a few
decades in the late 1700s the British ideas of “the savage” swung
dramatically from “noble” to “ignoble”. The ideas of the
“ignoble” savage had largely been founded on the European
experience of Africa and India. The articulation of a primi-
tivist (or “noble” savage) approach to tribal peoples had resur-
faced before the discoveries of the Pacific voyagers. Following
the eighteenth-century European encounters with the peoples

of Polynesia, these ideas received a new lease of life. In
scholarly circles, renewed interest in the New World brought
fresh views into circulation among the reading public.
However, not all eighteenth-century philosophers were
persuaded by the “noble” savage argument. Among the critics
was William Robertson, a British philosopher-historian and
author of History of America. There is evidence that this book
had a considerable influence on Marsden. In it Robertson
framed a third, more enduring and perhaps more invidious,
variant of the “savage”: the “naked savage”. The characteristics
of the “naked savage” notion which made it attractive to nine-
teenth-century imperial policy makers will be explored in the
course of this paper.

In Britain, as the century came to its close, there was a signifi-
cant transformation of imperial policy.13 The transition from
Classical ways of ordering knowledge to the nineteenth-
century division into disciplines and (political) discourse
fostered the emergence of the western doctrine of white
supremacy. A preoccupation with the “origin of mankind” had
brought the concept of race into an entirely new prominence
in late eighteenth-century scholarly discourse. A new
discourse of the “naked savage as victim of his own short-
comings” fuelled the rising humanitarian movement which
had now become prominent in the public arena and which
directed considerable energy to the question of promoting

Ch2.2
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overseas missionary activity. After initial euphoria over the
Pacific discoveries, the “unnatural” habits of the peoples
uncovered by the new breed of scientific explorers seemed
only to confirm Britain’s long held belief in its natural and
rightful pre-eminence and in the virtues conferred on those
living in the temperate zone. Such a revolution in public
opinion may appear dramatic, yet precursors of such change
may be detected in Marsden’s History of Sumatra.

Some areas of the general “philosophical and historical”
discourses of the enlightenment were appropriated by writers
on the East. It should be noted that this new discourse was, in
the main, shaped by men who had never moved beyond the
shores of Europe. However, the collision between knowledge
brought from the New World and the Pacific with the tradi-
tions of the Old World gave rise to exciting philosophical
debates. The framework within which the “new” knowledge
was being organised was a system of thought derived from
Linnaeus and transmitted through the philosophers including
David Hume and Immanuel Kant to Montesquieu and
Rousseau. These latter two wrote in a very accessible way. They
were widely read and interpreted according to different needs.

Eze refers to this scholarly ferment as a kind of eighteenth-
century “intertextuality”: a universe of discourse with its own
vocabulary. 14 All the writers identified by Marsden as signifi-

cant in contributing to his methodology and analysis partici-
pated actively in this web of discourse, as did Marsden himself.
Among the tenets of eighteenth-century philosophical
thinking marking this discourse were “national character”,
“progress”, “decline” and “ranking” of nations and the “law of
climate”. These ideas eventually became well-worn tropes and
topoi in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and
contributed to the wide and continuing acceptance, even
today, of the discourse underpinning many imperial doctrines.

Encounters with the Exotic

It is almost impossible to overestimate the liberating effect that
the new knowledge of “the globe” had on European scholars.
An intellectual appreciation of the implications of changes
which the new advances in technological aids to navigation
had made possible gave a sense of power and control over their
destiny probably only to be rivalled by the dawning of the
space age. Marsden, for example, noting the importance of the
invention of the chronometer which now enabled navigators
to “[determine] with certainty and precision the relative
situation of the various countries of the earth” cited it as
evidence of “the moderns” outstripping Classical achieve-
ments in the arts and sciences. 15 Marsden was a true man of
his times. He relished the opportunity of breaking new
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ground. Locating his History of Sumatra within existing
European scholarly discourse on the “origin of mankind”, he
was concerned to communicate an accurate idea of the East to
his European audience, and to correct the misconceptions
spread by the errors of earlier travellers.16 In his writing he
used all the leading “scientific” ideas of his age.

When Marsden returned to London from Sumatra, he was still
a young man and without large resources. He could not bring
home an extensive natural history collection nor did he, like
Cook and Bougainville, bring any human specimens. Yet in
writing his History of Sumatra he tried to do the next best
thing. Marsden, in his History, was attempting something not
previously done by scholarly accounts of the region. For he
was going beyond dispassionate observation and reporting: he
was undertaking to explain the native point of view or
rationale behind the differing manners and customs of the
principal Sumatran nations. However a close reading of
Marsden’s History of Sumatra reveals that this project was not
without its difficulties. There are evident tensions between
Marsden as scholar and Marsden as administrator, and again
between Marsden as surrogate Sumatran and Marsden as an
enlightened English Christian gentleman.17 We will first
briefly discuss some preconceptions of the period that were at
the heart of intellectual and actual encounters with the East.

The Noble and Ignoble Savage

The “noble-ignoble savage” dichotomy was most memorably
expressed in the English language by the poet Dryden. In his
“Conquest of Granada”, published in 1670,18 Dryden wrote:

I am as free as nature first made man
Ere the base laws of servitude began
When wild in the woods the noble savage ran.

Even though the idea of perfect freedom of unspoiled
mankind is celebrated, the reference to “servitude” or slavery
reminds us of the reality which the “ignoble” savage concept
represented. Thus while theoretical notions of primaeval
simplicity had long formed part of British and European
discourse, the re-discovery of the Americas by the philoso-
pher-scientists including Buffon, Cornelius de Pauw, and
Rousseau two centuries after Columbus gave a particular
impetus to this “noble savage” line of thinking.19

Although today Jean-Jacques Rousseau is the name commonly
associated with the emergence in the 1750s of the concept of
the “noble savage”, the idea is of considerable antiquity. Paired
with notions of the “ignoble savage”, this noble-ignoble oppo-
sition was an inherent part of the Judaeo-Christian heritage of
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Europe. Old Testament ideas of original sin co-existed
alongside New Testament doctrines of the innocence and
perfectibility of all people. Rousseau brought renewed
scholarly interest to the enquiry into the “origin of mankind”
with the publication of his Discours sur l’origine et fondements
de l’inégalité parmi les hommes (Amsterdam: Rey, 1755).
Furthermore, he was among the first to demand that explorers
conduct their voyages “scientifically”, meaning that they
should go beyond their cartographic work on the new lands
and engage with the task of “mapping” the peoples.20

Marsden’s enterprise did exactly this.

However, even before the publication of his History, Marsden
had made a major contribution to scholarship. William
Marsden was sixteen when he arrived in Bencoolen near Fort
Marlborough on the west coast of Sumatra in 1771. He
returned to London in 1779. By March 5, 1780, Marsden had
written a paper comparing the languages of the Malayo-
Polynesian region accompanied by copious samples of the
languages.21 Marsden noted in the article that:

My chief design in these collections was to trace, if
possible, a common origin. My secondary object, to
determine whether the various independent and uncon-
nected nations who inhabit the internal parts of
Sumatra, speak languages radically and essentially differ-

ent. ... It may possibly then be found that Tartary, that
great officina gentium, has supplied the southern archi-
pelago with its inhabitants.

He then advanced his most important contribution to this
debate, and one that the History was intended to reinforce,
namely that:

from Madagascar eastward to the Marquesas, or nearly
from the east coast of Africa to the west coast of
America, there is a manifest connection … 22

among the languages spoken by the “brown” peoples of the
region. This was the first time that such a region had been
united into a single scholarly project. This project was to have
significant influence on imperial thinking. Marsden’s work
established both the Malay language and hence the Malay
peoples as pre-eminent in the region in terms of their level of
civilisation.

Although Marsden called his History of Sumatra a “natural
history”, 23 this did not mean it was a naturalist’s (or
botanist’s) history. As Basil Willey has pointed out, in the eigh-
teenth century the many “manifestations of the Idea of
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Nature” were studied in the form of a history. When looking at
the “origin of man,” Rousseau and his followers were
concerned with “nature” in so far as it reflected an “original”
state, as it had been at the time of creation, and uncorrupted
by change.24 Marsden intended his work first and foremost as
a contribution to research on the history of mankind.
Therefore his aim was:

To add a small portion in my power, to the general
knowledge of the age; ... especially to furnish those
philosophers, whose labors have been directed to the
investigations of the history of man, with facts to serve
as data in their reasonings.25

The orientalist John Richardson was another scholar whose
work influenced Marsden.26 A Fellow of Wadham College,
Oxford, in 1777, Richardson published his Dictionary of
Persian, Arabic, and English, the first volume of which was a
dissertation on the languages, literature, and manners of
eastern nations in which he wrote that:

the mere science of words, is, after all, but the outline of
languages; whilst the colouring and expression are only
to be found in the virtues and genius, in the follies and
vices of a people.27

Marsden aimed to go beyond the “mere science of words.” He
intended his History of Sumatra to complement and extend his
theories on comparative philology which were, he believed, an
inextricable part of the history of mankind. Since, as
Richardson had pointed out, knowledge of the “manners and
customs” of the people provided the only path to a real under-
standing of language, he wrote it according to eighteenth-
century ideas of the “law of climate.” Thus he included details
concerning climate, physical geography and biology, including
the physical characteristics of the inhabitants, all of which
formed, not just a background, but a necessary part of that
history of mankind.

The Ignoble-Savage and the Law of Climate

The “noble-ignoble” savage dichotomy can be seen to
epitomise the “unknown other” of the early enlightenment
period, reflecting excitement on the one hand and apprehen-
sion on the other. At the threshold of the age of scientific
exploration, these notions can be seen as the first attempts to
grapple with alternative interpretations of a new reality. Until
the discovery of the Americas it was believed that an indige-
nous inhabitant of the torrid zone must always be black.
Although the Spanish church and state authorities had long
been addressing these questions,28 it took almost two
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centuries before philosophers began to look at the “manners
and customs” of the American tribes and seriously assess the
implications of their findings.29

Despite serious challenges from new knowledge brought to
Europe by its seafarer-explorers, many of the traditional tenets
of the “law of climate”30 central to eighteenth-century
discourse continued to be widely accepted. The “law of
climate” had Classical origins which Robertson briefly
sketched in his History of America.31 While giving the
“ancients” credit for the notional division of the world into
climatic zones (frigid, temperate and torrid), he pointed out
that their ignorance of the “true state of the globe” had led
them into the error of thinking that human kind would only
be found in the temperate zone.

Yet this privileging of the temperate zone was a key tenet of the
“law of climate” which lived on as an important aspect of the
theory Montesquieu developed in his De l’Esprit des lois (1748).
The cultural message remained essentially unaltered through
the centuries even though the men of Classical times had been
proved wrong in detail. As Robertson himself wrote:

In every part of the earth where man exists, the power of
climate operates, with decisive influence, upon his condi-
tion and character. ... we shall find that he has uniformly

attained the greatest perfection, of which his nature is
capable, in the temperate zone.32

It had been scientifically demonstrated that the fibres and
organs of the human body respond to differences in tempera-
ture. Furthermore, since there was ample evidence that human
beings adapted “their modes of life”33 to their particular
physical environments it was believed that the “law of climate”
operated decisively not only to shape the human body but the
mind and morals as well. As Raynal pointed out, the operation
of cold upon the body would “brace the nerves,[and] raise a
spirit of resolution and activity”. However, he argued, climate
was not simply a matter of heat or its lack. While the less fertile
soils of the temperate zone made gaining a livelihood harder,
they were thought to be advantageous because “more labour
and exercise, ... [led to] a more varied kind of life”. On the
other hand, in the torrid zone the inhabitants were credited
with a lascivious life style:

A more free and more lavish use of the means conducive
to population, more indulgence in effeminate pleasures,
and a sedentary course of life, while they increase the
number of births, occasion a speedier dissolution.34 (my
emphases)
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The references to licentiousness in the above quotation reflects
widely held views concerning the sexuality of “black” peoples,
some of which were based on Montesquieu’s comments on the
people of the Indian sub-continent.35

Climate, Robertson argued, was of major importance in
explaining differences in the character and behaviour of the
American tribes. According to eighteenth-century philoso-
phies, the peoples of the torrid zone were said to be weak and
“timorous.”36 For example, Raynal, who held that fighting for
one’s liberty was one of the foremost obligations of citizen-
ship, explained that Indostan had been unable to regain its
liberty because of the climate:

The indolence it inspires is an invincible obstacle to great
revolutions and vigorous oppositions. The body and the
mind have only the virtues of slavery.37 (my emphasis)

It was believed that only the nations of the temperate zone
would have the necessary zest and energy to be successful in
defending their liberty, and only they could, through “great
revolutions and vigorous oppositions”, regain it if lost. In
common with other eighteenth-century philosophers
Robertson also believed that only the inhabitants of the
temperate zone had strength and vigour and hence bravery:

In surveying the rude nations of America, this natural distinc-
tion between the inhabitants of the temperate and torrid zones
is so remarkable. ... The natives of the temperate zone are the
only people in the New World who are indebted for their
freedom to their own valour.38

However, Robertson noted that, despite the fruitfulness of the
torrid zone and the fact that it was the source of the world’s
luxuries, the climates of both the frigid and the torrid zones
were harder for savage than “refined” nations to bear.
Although Robertson is referring to the task of making physical
“condition[s] more comfortable” there is an underlying impli-
cation that in extremes of temperature savage peoples react
according to whim and not reason whereas “improved”
nations, which have some form of government, could direct
their actions with more purpose. The more advanced societies,
he said, could mitigate the [adverse] effect of climate:39

presumably by building more effective shelters and covering
their bodies with clothing rather than simply paint.40 These
ideas, derived from Montesquieu, were widely accepted.

When philosopher-historians began to consider the peoples of
the New World, they perceived that the “law of climate”
needed to be modified in two ways to accommodate evidence
concerning the inhabitants of the torrid zone. First, in regard
to colour and second, in regard to theories of behaviour (or
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“character”). The origin of colour was the object of heated
debates. One of the chief puzzles was that in the New World,
from north to south, there was no significant variation in the
physical appearance and colour of the American tribes. Thus
while we continue to find scholars like Buffon (1707—1788)
maintaining that “The heat of the climate is the main cause of
blackness among the human species,”41 the philosopher-
historians were in general agreement that dark skin colour was
not caused by tropical heat.42

That the character of mankind differed according to the zone
inhabited was very generally accepted, even while research into
the nature and causes of pigmentation continued. The
consensus remained that, regardless of colour, the adverse
effect of heat on the moral and mental welfare of mankind
continued to operate. Raynal concluded a discussion of the
biological aspects of pigmentation in “black” Africans in the
following terms:

Their skin is always hotter, and their pulse quicker. The
passions therefore, of fear and love, are carried to excess
among these peoples; and this is the reason why they are
more effeminate, more indolent, more weak, and unhappi-
ly more fit for slavery.43 (my emphasis)

This quotation includes a number of important features of the
“ignoble” savage debate. The first is the reference to
“indolence”, the second to “effeminacy” or “weakness”; both
are themes which will be taken up later. The third is the
European belief in the “natural” fitness of “black” races for
slavery. This is a striking feature of Marsden’s account of a
“body of Caffres or negro slaves belonging to the India
Company” at Bencoolen. Although deploring slavery, Marsden
noted that with benevolent masters, their way of life appeared
to suit them:

They are seen perpetually laughing or singing, and since
the period they were first carried thither, from different
parts of Africa and Madagascar, to the present hour, not
so much as rumor of disturbance, or discontent has ever
been known to proceed from them.44

The dark peoples of Africa (who practiced cannibalism) and
the Hindoos of India (who had the custom of self-immola-
tion) were regarded by Europeans as occupying the lowest
rung of the ladder of progress, a place they were physically
“predestined” to occupy by virtue of their colour and their
moral and physical weakness.
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Although the validity of the causal link between dark colour
and the torrid zone had been discredited, the morally enervat-
ing effect of the tropics was a widely accepted and continuing
idea. Robertson’s work on the “rude nations” of the Americas
and the new discoveries in the Pacific focused interest on
“brown” peoples living in the torrid zone. Marsden wrote in
his History under the marginal note “Color not ascribed to
climate” that

The fairness of the Sumatrans, comparatively with other
Indians, situated as they are, under a perpendicular sun,
where no season of the year affords the alternative of
cold, is, I think, an irrefragable proof, that the difference
of color in the various inhabitants of the earth, is not the
immediate effect of climate.45 (my emphasis)

He went on to make the suggestion (usually found in eigh-
teenth-century discussions of pigmentation from Buffon
onwards) that the cause of “the general disparity of complex-
ions in different nations” might be due to differences in bile
secretions.

The Resurgence of the Noble Savage

The navigators returning from the Pacific brought “scientific”
evidence, sometimes in the shape of human specimens, which
appeared to provide “living proof” that “noble savages” existed
outside the world of theory. It should be noted here that most
Pacific explorers were quite familiar with the cult of primi-
tivism. Both Joseph Banks, a prominent member of London’s
social and intellectual elite, later to be President of the Royal
Society, and Captain Cook, the Pacific explorer, were known to
have read some of the British (pre-Rousseau) travel accounts
which employed the “noble savage” discourse to describe the
American tribes.46 What could have been more natural than
to assume the fulfilment of their expectations that the inhabi-
tants of a tropical paradise (encountered during the most
favourable season) would be equally idyllic?47

European high society was excited by the apparent realisation
of the “noble savage” concept. Artists, writers, and even
musicians of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries
responded with enthusiasm, ingenuity and imagination. The
British interpretation of the “noble savage” is best captured in
the representations of Omai, the Polynesian man brought back
to London by Cook on his second voyage. Omai was painted
by the foremost portrait painters of the time, including
Reynolds and Parry. These images were widely circulated
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through lithographic reproductions. The scientific signifi-
cance of his stay in London was encapsulated in the painting
“Omai, Solander and Banks” by Parry where Omai is displayed
beside his scientific mentors. In this obviously sanitised
version of a “savage”, the “noble savage” notion is enhanced by
the considerable likeness between Banks and Omai.

Banks was Omai’s chief sponsor in England. His patronage
gave great respectability to what might almost be described as
a cult. Despite the Omai phenomenon, the popularity of the
“noble savage” was relatively short-lived in Britain. It had
already faded by the time Cook set out on his third voyage in
1776. Many had been repelled by stories of a lascivious society
practicing infanticide and human sacrifice which had been
circulated from 1771 as well as by fashionable society’s
reception of Omai.48 By now it was well known in Europe that
the native inhabitants of New South Wales were dark-skinned
nomadic “savages”, as were the inhabitants of New Guinea.
However, as Bernard Smith has shown, this preoccupation
with the “noble savage” persisted longer in France,49 where it
continued to be associated with the name of Cook.50

Rousseau, for example, is reported never to have accepted the
veracity of evidence that “the noble savages” indulged in
cannibalistic practices.51

Meanwhile the notion of the feeble, ignorant “naked savage”52

had been developed by Robertson in his book entitled History
of America published the year after Omai left London.
Robertson’s History, an important influence on Marsden and
men of his station and time, was widely acclaimed by his
contemporaries when it appeared in 1777. Robertson had an
established reputation, and his earlier writing had been
admired for its historical insight. His analysis of the aboriginal
races of the Americas presented in the History of America is
said to have captivated the literary world.53

Reducing Barbarian to Savage

One of the principal reasons for the ready acceptance of
Robertson’s views was their contribution to reducing the fear
and awe engendered by notional encounters with “wild men”,
who, in Britain, were now regarded as barbarians and savages.
By referring to the peoples of the new world as American
tribes his discourse connected with that of Montesquieu, who
had defined savage nations as “clans” incapable of being
united.54 For the purposes of discussion, Robertson reduced
all the “rude nations” of America to the very lowest common
denominator for humanity on the grounds that: “The qualities
belonging to the people of all the different tribes have such a
near resemblance, that they may be painted with the same

Ch2.11



SIGNATURES

features.”55 He then proceeded to “domesticate” the savages by
explaining their observed characteristics in terms of received
enlightenment doctrines.

That living in the torrid zone for extended periods had an
adverse effect on the courage, physical strength and moral
character of its inhabitants, whether black or white, was a
persistent and strongly held view. Robertson’s work on a
general theory of the “naked savage” drew heavily on assump-
tions of this kind. His theories challenged the “black ignoble-
brown noble savage” nexus and helped to resolve the conflict
between traditional and new knowledge on colour as a cause
of difference among peoples while at the same time giving
even greater emphasis to the “law of climate.” “Black” savages
were to be credited with some qualities denied to savages in
general. These qualities were concerned with “passion”, which
again was connected with the effects of the sun and heat on
darker skin.

The “naked savage” thesis, as advanced by Robertson, served as
a counterpoise to ideas of both the “noble” and the “ignoble”
savage. His phrase “naked savage” emphasised the weak, feeble
and childlike nature that Robertson ascribed to the American
tribes, and although he admitted the Mexicans and Peruvians
had made some advances, even these empires he placed well
below the European and Asiatic nations.56 Robertson

confirmed the dawning realisation (discussed above) that
savages should not be discussed in terms of nobility or its
reverse. Furthermore, he identified differences between the
American tribes of the tropics and “black” savages elsewhere in
the torrid zone in terms that enabled his theory to be gener-
alised to all “brown” peoples. The theory could be applied to a
wide range of “native races” who at first glance would not
previously have been considered as “savages”.

Although Robertson appreciated that the discovery of the New
World and its “rude” and “primitive” people invited questions
concerning whence they had come and to whom they owed
their origin, he described such speculation as “wild and
chimerical.”57 Rather than waste their efforts on discovering
from which European or Asiatic nation the American tribes
sprang, Robertson suggested that scholars should base their
studies on recent data. Because

regions of conjecture and controversy belong not to the
historian. His is a more limited province, confined to
what is established by certain or highly probable
evidence.58

He directed his scholarly attention to the multiplicity of
contradictory theories then in circulation about the peoples of
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the New World.59 At one extreme these theories condemned
the depravity of the people of the New World and at the other
insisted on perceiving in their “rude simplicity” the ingredi-
ents of a utopian dream. Scholars, he felt, should take
advantage of the advances in understanding which were now
available, for: “In proportion as science extends, ... nature is
examined with a more discerning eye.”60 He was just as
scathing of the work of more recent philosophers as of trav-
ellers’ tales. Thus the range of theories espoused by Buffon,
Cornelius de Pauw, Rousseau and their ilk were summarily
dismissed.

Robertson’s reluctance to accept the work of earlier and
contemporary scholars may well have been inspired by his
Christian principles. Brought up in the Presbyterian faith, he –
like all Dissenters – believed in the brotherhood of men.
Robertson was a creationist: he accepted the biblical version of
the creation of humankind. With one stroke he cut through
arguments about the origin and nature of the American tribes
that had allowed one scientist to question whether the natives
of America belonged to the human species, by stating:

We know, with infallible certainty, that all the human
race spring from the same source, and that the descen-
dants of one man, under the protection as well as in

obedience to the command of heaven, multiplied and
replenished the earth.61

He was particularly critical of scholars who believed that the
people of America were not “offspring of the same common
parent”, or conversely that they were an “antediluvian
remnant”.62 Given that he assumed this stance, it might be
expected that some aspects of racial differences would become
irrelevant. However, this was by no means the case. Caught as
he was in the labyrinth of eighteenth-century discourse, its
powerful tropes frequently overwhelmed his argument.

Robertson maintained that his primary concern was to
unravel the history of the human species and that the larger
view offered by the New World should be used to advance
research on the history of the human mind. While he believed
that “a state of primaeval simplicity, which was known in our
continent only by the fanciful description of poets, really
existed ”63 in the Americas, he attributed this state to an
immaturity of savage society, rather than to any innate
nobleness of spirit. Furthermore, he described the day-to-day
existence of the tribes as precarious and their expectation of
life as short.
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The “Savage” as Infant

Drawing on the authority of an admittedly imperfect Greco-
Roman tradition Robertson treated the human species as a
continuum,64 privileging climate and location and making
little overt reference to racial difference. The discovery of the
New World offered an opportunity “to survey man in his
rudest and most early state” which should, he maintained,
enable an important contribution towards filling gaps in the
history of the human species. “We must follow him [i.e.
human kind] in his progress through the different stages of
society, as he gradually advances from the infant state of civil
life towards maturity and decline.”65 Although racial differ-
ence as such might hold little interest for Robertson, what he
called distinction was of immense significance. Robertson
advanced the idea that the peoples of the Americas were
treading the same developmental path that the more polished
nations of Europe and Asia had already traversed. For him, the
distinction among nations arose from the different levels of
social organisation each nation had attained. These differences
he attributed to the operation of the “law of climate” in a very
broad [environmental] sense. His notion of an organic devel-
opment of the species is closely related to “ranking” of nations
which is discussed below. Robertson viewed the inhabitants of
the Americas as scientific specimens – sharing characteristics

typical of all humankind at that stage of their intellectual
development:

[W]e behold communities just beginning to unite, and
may examine sentiments and actions of human beings in
the infancy of social life, while they feel but imperfectly
the force of its ties.66

The “naked savages” were in effect the predecessors of every
more “refined” society that then populated Europe and Asia.
Metaphorically speaking the tribes were regarded as infants
with a long way to climb to achieve the refinements of
“polished” society.

Robertson argued that savage tribes were on the threshold of
their development and like children were weak and ill-
developed. He thus placed the American tribes at the
beginning of the life cycle of their nation, contrasting their
“feebleness” with the “vigour” of an advanced society:

As the individual advances from the ignorance and
imbecility of the infant state, to vigour and maturity of
understanding, something similar to this may be
observed in the progress of the species. With respect to
it, too, there is a period of infancy, during which the
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several powers of the mind are not unfolded, and all are
feeble and defective in their operation.67

He held that this description was appropriate, because “in
America, man appears under the rudest form in which we can
conceive of him to subsist.”68 “Man” in this sense is an abstrac-
tion standing for “man” both individually and collectively. He
traced the organic development of humankind from “child” to
“polished society.”69 Throughout the discussion of the “naked
savages” in the History of America there are few references to
them as a social group other than as tribes. Furthermore, he
argued that the “state of society [of the tribes] was ... so
extremely rude, that the denomination Savage may be applied
to them all.”70 Robertson was, if possible, even more deter-
mined than Montesquieu to regard hunter-gatherers as
lacking any recognisable form of social organisation that
justified the use of the term “society”. Such a doctrine was to
help justify nineteenth-century governments considering all
nomadic peoples, whether hunter-gatherers or not, as being
without a recognisable form of government.

Thus these men Robertson now termed “naked savages”,
neither noble or ignoble, were human beings who happened to
be at the bottom of the developmental scale. Robertson linked
the feebleness of the “naked savage” to his “child-like” state. He

maintained that the mind of the child and the intellectual
development of a savage people were similar. Both were in an
“infant” state and would share a similar developmental path.
Of the human mind in both cases Robertson claimed that the
intellectual powers [of the “naked savage”] are extremely
limited; ... [his] emotions and efforts are few and languid.
Both these distinctions are conspicuous among the rudest and
most unimproved of the American tribes.71

Here “languid” is an important indicator. Although, on the
face of it, he was concerned with the mental aspect of
childhood, nevertheless his argument about the “infant”
society was enhanced by the mention of mental immaturity
and physical weakness. These qualities inevitably suggested a
childlike vulnerability and the consequent need for protection
and guidance by responsible mentors.

The Feeble, Indolent Savage

For Robertson the persona of the “naked savage” was summed
up in the multiplicity of meanings embraced in the word
“feeble.” Although “feebleness” in its primary sense of physical
weakness was epitomised in the image of the stick-like limbs
of the “naked savage”, it also applied to perceptions of their
mental state. “Feebleness” became associated with the belief
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that the “naked savage” lacked sensibility and that the active
efforts of the savage mind are “few and languid” thus linking
the idea of “feebleness” with the idea of “indolence.” The
notion of “feebleness” was to be of considerable significance
and was said to be among the chief characteristics of the
“naked savage.” According to Robertson the “naked savage”
was not only “averse to toil, ” but, as he went on to explain,

incapable of it; and when rouzed by force from their
native indolence, and compelled to work, they sunk
under tasks which people of other continents would have
performed with ease. This feebleness of constitution was
universal among the inhabitants of those regions
[excepting Mexico and Peru] in America which we are
surveying, and may be considered characteristic of the
species there.72 (my emphases)

He reported that the “naked savages” of America had been
described as resembling “birds of prey, rather than animals
formed for labour,”73 and that where living was exceptionally
easy, they were incapable of physical effort because

where the demands of men are so few and so moderate,
that they may be gratified without effort, ... the powers of

the body are not called forth, nor can they attain their
proper strength.74

Those who were hunters were credited with having “acquired
greater [physical and mental] firmness” than those who did
not, while those who neither hunted nor cultivated crops were
said to be “feeble and languid.”75 Combining “languid” with
“feeble” had a force that went far beyond the idea of physical
weakness into the realms of mental activity. We have already
noted the link between “vigour” and “progress”. Thus,
according to Robertson, acquiring physical strength and
vigour was a prerequisite to the mental development required
for “progress.”

Moreover, the “naked savage” was labelled improvident, and
concerned only with the immediate moment and the material
world,76 and without a sense of “futurity”77 in either this
world or the next. While mankind in a more advanced state of
society was said to be motivated by

acquired wants and appetites ... the desires of simple
nature are few where a favourable climate yields almost
spontaneously what suffices them, they scarcely stir the
soul or excite violent emotion.78
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For the eighteenth-century reader, the use of the word “spon-
taneously” instantly located the “rudest and the most unim-
proved” of the “naked savages” in the torrid zone; with the
implication that those who were more “improved” inhabit the
temperate zone. A more serious charge was that even in the
torrid zone the “naked savage” was languid in his response to
sexual passion or the power of love. Here the “black” peoples
of the world are compared to their advantage with the “naked
savage”:

The negro glows with all the warmth of desire natural to
his climate; and the most uncivilised Asiatics discover
that sensibility, which from their situation, we should
expect them to have felt. But the Americans are, to an
amazing degree, strangers to the force of this first
instinct of nature.79

However, he noted that “the passions implanted in the human
frame by the hand of nature acquire additional force” when
the “naked savages” of the Americas could secure a regular
supply of nourishment with little labour.80 Marsden’s
comments on Montesquieu’s statements on polygamy in
tropical countries support Robertson’s contentions concern-
ing the comparative lack of sexual passion amongst “brown”
peoples. Marsden wrote with reference to Sumatra:

It must further be considered, that the genial warmth
which expands the desires of the men, and prompts a
more unlimited exertion of their faculties, does not
inspire their constitutions with proportionate vigor, that
on the contrary, renders them, in this respect, inferior to
the inhabitants of the temperate zone.81 (my emphases).

Thus Marsden, too, explains the observed behaviour in terms
of feebleness. If we are to understand the import of these
words and the disdain felt in the eighteenth century for a
people whom supposedly nothing roused out of their lethargy
and indolence we have only to consider eighteenth-century
attitudes to war. We have already noted the emphasis Raynal
placed on defending one’s liberty. Robertson held that at such
a time

such passions [are] aroused, as exhibit mankind to view
in a situation no less striking than interesting. It is one of
the noblest functions of history, to observe and delineate
men at a juncture when their minds are most violently
agitated, and all their powers and passions called forth.82

In the eighteenth century war amongst equals was said by
scholars and theoreticians to represent the highest pinnacle of
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achievement. Such a war tuned humankind to their highest
pitch and called up their greatest talents. Conversely
Robertson commented that

The alienation and enmity, prevalent among barbarians,
[prevents] them from uniting in any common scheme of
defence.83

War, he implied, properly belongs to the advanced nations
who can arrange treaties and manage other matters of foreign
diplomacy.

Therefore, by treating the human species as a continuum,
Robertson could consider mankind with little apparent
reference to race for “in every part of the earth the progress of
man has been nearly the same.”84 This allowed him to portray
the American tribes as “children”. He could then explain the
“naked savage” in terms of well accepted so-called “universal”
or “natural laws” (thus obscuring the circularity of his
argument). Therefore, although his stated aim was to study the
unfolding and development of human understanding, he
ended up by distinguishing between (and creating stereotypes
for) “brown” savages, who were feeble and phlegmatic, and
“black” savages who were morally decadent, “effeminate” and
passionate. In effect Robertson had taken the behavioural

characteristics which Linnaeus had listed for Asiatics (“severe,
haughty, covetous”) and those of Africans (“crafty, indolent,
negligent”)85 and merged them in the “naked savage.”
Thinking engendered by the “law of climate” facilitated such
an outcome. These ideas on the nature of “savages” were to
have powerful political implications. Combined with contem-
porary interpretations of the “might is right” doctrine
masquerading as a policy on landownership, these ideas were a
licence to treat all “brown” subject peoples in terms of their
potential as a labour force and justified controlling almost
every aspect of their lives.

Land and Cultivation

In the last third of the eighteenth century signs of the coming
industrial revolution were negligible which means that agri-
culture and a rural-based elite were still of paramount impor-
tance. Despite the attention given by scholars in later centuries
to Adam Smith’s four stages of social progress these ideas
made little headway until the early decades of the nineteenth
century.86 In the final book of Raynal’s History, for example,
considerable space is given to a discussion of the virtues of
agriculture, and we find statements like “a wise government
cannot refuse to pay its principal attention to agriculture,
without endangering its very existence.”87 Thus agriculture
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retained its traditional position in society, maintained in part
by its classical associations, and in part by the environmental
and social values of the times. Raynal wrote:

Everything, indeed depends upon, and arises from the
cultivation of the land. ... a country well cultivated occa-
sions an increase of population, and riches are a natural
consequence of that increase. ... [I]t is the milk of Juno,
which peoples the heavens with innumerable multitude
of stars.88

That progress in agriculture was a recognised eighteenth-
century measure of civilisation will be further discussed
below.

The then fashionable notions of mankind’s responsibility
towards his environment depended upon notions of cultiva-
tion. The implications for agricultural activity or their lack
were dealt with in some detail by Robertson. He deplored
“native indolence.” Absence of cultivation was said to be a sign
of neglect and signalled that the land was not only uncared for
but unoccupied – a wasteland in which the forests were
choked and the less vegetated areas “desolate and horrid”.
“Wild unassisted nature”, he said, was regarded as unwhole-
some. “To meliorate the condition of that part of the earth

allotted to them for their habitation”89 was counted not only a
civilising activity, but also a moral and even a sacred responsi-
bility for mankind because “the labour and operations of man
not only improve and embellish the earth, but render it more
wholesome, and friendly to life.”90

Robertson argued that only the European settlers in the
Americas had done anything to improve the country. The
original inhabitants had achieved nothing for the country and
its uncleared forests were held up as a reproach. The “hand of
industry” had not been lifted to drain the land, clear the
waterways or to “embellish the earth.” This was contrasted
with Europe whose pleasing, healthy, and productive
landscape was the result of hundreds of years of mankind’s
activity and “no small part of that fertility and beauty we
ascribe to the hand of nature, is the work of man.”91 In the
Americas, not only was the state of the country interpreted as
a reproach, but it was an indicator of the state of the people.
Although Robertson held that the laziness of the “naked
savage” was natural because he had no incentive to behave
otherwise he also maintained that if put to regular work his
feeble physique would improve. He concluded that “the body
accustomed to labour becomes robust and patient of fatigue”
and the bodily strength gained through “culture of the
earth”92 would promote “improvement” of the mind.
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On the basis of the above discussion we can summarise the
main points of Robertson’s argument as follows. He claimed
that throughout the continent there was little to distinguish
the American tribes by way of colour, and the same was the
case for their stage of civilisation, excepting the peoples of
Mexico and Peru. However, his research showed that there was
a considerable difference between the “brown” peoples of the
torrid zone in America, and the “black” peoples of the torrid
zone elsewhere. Robertson believed that all tribes or nations at
the dawn of their development had the character of children
and like them lacked “passion”. But the most notable features
of the “brown” nations were their feebleness, their slight
physique, and their languid or insensate indolence. All these
qualities were supposed to spring from their looking no
further than “bounteous nature” to fulfil their needs. However,
under tutelage and with regular exercise, they could overcome
their lack of physical strength and their poor appetite.93 At the
same time he suggested that an uncultivated land was the
equivalent of an uninhabited land. However, he significantly
focused attention on the potential for “improving” the “naked
savages”, rather than, as had often occurred (and was to
continue) in settler colonies, focusing on the land and setting
the interests of the original inhabitants aside.

Although these ideas appear through their strict definition of
proprietorship to deal with the question of land ownership

and land title, the real focus is on the obligations of the
“savage” inhabitants to cultivate their own land. The existence
of “savage” inhabitants offered the possibility of a new and
legitimate pool of labour at a time when serious questioning
of the slave trade was beginning. Colonialists and administra-
tors of the Southeast Asia and Pacific regions, who were
endeavouring to implement agricultural regimes, were to take
up these ideas on “man management”. They were to be of
especial relevance in countries such as Borneo and the Malaya
peninsula where the administrators were dealing with aborig-
inal peoples who might be described as “black” as well as
“brown” races. Disseminated through Marsden, the first of a
long line of British colonial scholar administrators,
Robertson’s ideas were to play a major role in shaping British
colonial policy of the nineteenth century.

Progress and Civilisation

The idea of a “ranking” or a scale against which a nation’s or
civilisation’s achievements could be evaluated was well estab-
lished in European discourse at this time. The enlightenment
device of a scale or ladder on which to rank nations is not to be
confused with the theory of evolutionary change proposed in
later times. This latter idea, founded on the biological concept
of the physical modification of a species, fostered notions of
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racial difference that were, as noted above, rejected by
Robertson and men of like persuasion.

Other eighteenth-century scholars and writers used “ranking”,
as did Marsden, to allocate the nations to their places on a
ladder which marked progress from an uncivilised state of
nature towards the “refinement” of civil society. Marsden’s
scheme included past and present civilisations.94 He called the
divisions “classes”, which clearly refers to the Linnaean classifi-
cation. “Ranking” included the notion that a near approach to
the zenith of refinement held the ever present threat of decline
and fall.95 As previously noted, it was an axiom of eighteenth-
century European political thought that society developed
organically. Because contemporary European society was
perceived to have attained unprecedented heights, whether
and how soon their society would succumb to an inevitable
decay was a pertinent issue. Decline was regarded as irre-
versible for “when once a nation has begun to decline it
seldom recovers itself.”96 Nowhere was this preoccupation
better exemplified for the eighteenth century than in Gibbon’s
History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire (1776—
1788).

Marsden described the Malay people of “Menangcabow” as a
nation in decline largely on the basis of the stories he had been
told and the evidence he had gathered from native informants

of a vast “Menangcabow” empire, which in past ages had held
sway over the entire island. Even though still recognised by the
other Sumatran nations as pre-eminent, the nation no longer
claimed such power. Marsden wrote of the Malay people that

they have an appearance of degeneracy, and this renders
their character totally different from that which we
conceive as savage, however justly their ferocious spirit of
plunder on the eastern coast may have drawn upon them
that name.97

Nevertheless he pointed out that Malays should be distin-
guished from savages, because their society had risen up the
scale of civilisation. However, since peoples in decline were
said to be in a state of “inaction and barbarism,”98 over the
years this subtlety was lost. The theories of the “naked savage”
and of “decline” were subsumed in the overarching notion of
the “indolence” of “brown” peoples. Hence the Malays’ short-
comings could be blamed on their (moral) weakness.

Marsden’s History was principally devoted to a description of
the four major tribes or nations of Sumatra. Following
Montesquieu, Marsden described the environmental factors,
even down to the level of diet,99 which affected their manners
and governance and which would modify to varying degrees
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the operation of the “law of climate.” Since Marsden was
observing eighteenth-century parameters where notions of
hierarchy were endemic, he “ranked” these peoples. While his
chapters dealt with each group in a geographical order
progressing north, in his second chapter on the “Distinction of
Inhabitants” he listed them in order of “rank” as follows: “the
empire of the Menangcabow and the Malays; in the next place
the Achenese; then the Battas; the Rejangs; and next to them,
the Lampoons.”100 However, when in the History of Sumatra
Marsden came to consider the “Comparative state of
Sumatrans in civil society” in his eleventh chapter he was more
circumspect.

Although Marsden placed the Sumatrans in the third and
fourth ranks (out of five) he did not specify to which “rank”
each Sumatran nation belonged. It is also significant to find
that Marsden assigned to the fourth class the Mexican and
Peruvian empires, in line with Robertson’s assessment,
whereas other writers usually placed these empires higher on
the scale. Robertson’s measurements of civilisation were quite
faithfully reflected in the summary given in the History of
Sumatra which reads:

There are three scales, pointed out by different writers (le
Poivre, Robertson, and Richardson) by which to measure
and ascertain the state of civilization any people have

arrived at: one is the degree of perfection of their agri-
culture; another their progress in the art of numeration;
and the third the number of abstract terms in their
language. Forming a judgment by these tests, the reader
will be able to determine with what share of propriety I
have assigned the above ranks to the Sumatrans.101

In combination these measures provided a “scientific” means
of assessing a nation’s state of civilisation. Marsden, however,
appears to have used his own discretion tempered by his
considerable knowledge of the Sumatrans in interpreting these
measures. While the second and third measures were spelled
out quite succinctly as follows, the first was not. Regarding
numeracy Robertson wrote:

among savages, who have no property to estimate, no
hoarded treasures to count, no variety of objects or mul-
tiplicity of ideas to enumerate, arithmetic is a
superfluous and useless art. Accordingly among some
tribes in America it seems to be quite unknown.102

And about language:
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The mind of man while he is in the savage state ... is
unacquainted with all ideas which have been denominat-
ed universal, or abstract, or of reflection. ... This is
remarkably the case with the ruder nations of America,
that their languages ... have not a word to express any
thing but what is material or corporeal.103

What Robertson wrote on land and cultivation has already
been discussed. The most succinct statement of agriculture as
a measure of civilisation is to be found in Pierre le Poivre’s
Voyages d’un philosophe, ou, Observations sur les moeurs et les
arts des peuples de l’Afrique, de l’Asie et de l’Amerique,(1779). Le
Poivre was a former French envoy to Cochin China, whose
“Travels” comprised an appreciation of the people, trade, and
agriculture of the major countries of the region. He wrote the
following comments on the benefit of agriculture:

[It] never fails to prosper among wise nations who know how
to honor and encourage it; – it supports itself but feebly
amongst a people half polished, ... it languishes, and its
influence is scarcely to be observed amongst barbarians, who
despise it.104

Marsden described the Sumatrans as depending on husbandry
for their subsistence, and he gave a detailed account of their

principal crops which were rice and pepper. He concluded his
treatment of rice production (a purely domestic native
activity) with a report that: “in the country of Manna, a
progress in the art of cultivation is discovered”, where returns
on grain raised by irrigation (“sawoor”) ranged from 100:1 up
to 120:1. These figures far outstripped European figures.105

The difference in return he attributed to the Sumatran
methods of planting. However, in connection with the cultiva-
tion of pepper (all of which was grown for export by the East
India Company), despite admitting that some native tech-
niques had proved superior to European, he remarked that
Sumatran agriculture was “in its infancy”.

This is hardly surprising, since supervising the pepper planta-
tions was the justification for the presence of the factory at
Bencoolen. Doubtless the Residents, the East India Company
officials, who were responsible for supervising the work were
troubled because neatness and order would not have come
naturally to the Sumatrans.106 Marsden shared in the eigh-
teenth century’s intellectual commitment to upholding the
virtues of agriculture. Although overtly about “taste” the
following passage should be read more as an appreciation of
the agrarian scene:

The pepper gardens are planted in even rows, running
parrallel [sic] and at right angles with each other. Their

Ch2.23



SIGNATURES

appearance is very beautiful, and rendered more striking
by the contrast they exhibit to the wild scenes of nature
which surround them. (my emphasis)

This vividly recalls Robertson’s reference to “wild unassisted
nature.” More usually Marsden would have written pepper
plantations, but “gardens,” by domesticating the scene, empha-
sised the contrast. In continuing the above passage, Marsden
suggested that these sights of the pepper plantations always
gave him pleasure because:

Perhaps the simple view of human industry, so scantily
presented in that island, might contribute to that
pleasure, by awakening these social feelings that nature
has inspired us with, and which makes our breasts glow
on the perception of whatever indicates the happiness of
our fellow creatures.107 (my emphases)

The contemporary stereotype of the indolent “naked savage”
inherited from Robertson through Marsden both comple-
mented and reinforced eighteenth-century notions of agrarian
obligations. It became acceptable European colonial practice
to force the inhabitants of tropical countries to give up their
peripatetic maritime or to slash and burn agricultural liveli-

hoods. Arguments grounded in notions of the dignity of
manual labour and the cultivation of the land as a sacred trust
were to give future proconsuls immense moral authority in
implementing employment and “people management”
policies.

Marsden found that allocating specific ranks to the Sumatran
nations was problematic. Clearly they could not be labelled
“savages”, yet according to European wisdom,

Nature being more powerful under the torrid than the
temperate zone, does not permit the influence of
manners to exert itself strongly.108

This suggests that for the peoples of the torrid zone evidence
regarding degrees of civilisation could not be a reliable guide
because the natural instincts of the savage were always likely to
be more powerful than custom. Nevertheless, Marsden argued
that the Sumatrans had ascended a considerable way up the
ladder of civilisation since all the Sumatran nations had a
sense of private property, were literate, and had basic
numeracy skills.109 However, he judged the Rejangs and
Lampoons to be inferior because they were not credited with a
“sense of futurity” or religion, and the Battas were cannibals.
On these grounds it would appear that Marsden would have
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ranked the Malays and the Achenese above the other
Sumatrans. All the Sumatrans subscribed to a system of recog-
nised customary law (or “addat”) and governance, in some
cases described as feudal, in others patriarchal.

Marsden’s language studies suggested that where the nations
were Muslim, the admixture of Arabic words in the language
ensured the presence of abstract words, which would also be
present in the language of any nation with a concept of
“futurity”. However, over and above Marsden’s undoubted
appreciation of the often more rational and humane basis of
Sumatran laws and customs was his high valuation of the
(technical) arts practised by the native peoples. Remembering
that war in the eighteenth century was still regarded as a noble
activity, Marsden’s appreciation of the Malays, the Battas and
the Achenese mastery of the art of making guns and
gunpowder, which he maintained had predated European
contact, becomes significant. Sumatrans also produced the
special steel used in daggers, parangs (swords or scimitars) and
the Malay “creeses,” but the Malay mastery of filigree work,
which outdid European artefacts, excited his greatest admira-
tion.

Marsden, the former administrator, obviously hoped that the
Company would return to Bencoolen at the close of the
Fourth Anglo-Dutch War (1780—1784) which was being

waged even as he wrote.110 Moreover, he may have had a
financial interest in the outcome since Marsden and his
brother were probably already planning the East India
Company agency business they were to set up in 1785. Marsden
portrayed the Sumatran peoples as having a stable tradition of
laws and customs which would suggest that commercial and
other treaties would be honoured. He pointed out that the
local chiefs had invited the (British) East India Company to
establish their factory and organise the pepper trade. He also
indicated a number of ways in which the factory of Bencoolen
(which had been operating at a loss) could be run more effec-
tively.111

Indolence as an aspect of National Character

The concept of “national character” held the promise of
stereotypes that were to become an entrenched feature of
Orientalist discourse. The widely held enlightenment view
that the character of a nation was shaped by environment had
a long history. For example Raynal quoted Polybius as saying
that “climate forms the character, complexion, and manners of
nations.”112 Here climate is being referred to in its broadest
sense of environment. Thus Raynal described the national
character of the Japanese as “fiery as his climate, and restless as
the ocean that surrounds him”113 and ascribed Britain’s
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maritime success to England’s geographical location – “an
island which nature has made sovereign of the sea.”114

Marsden used a related technique to describe the national
character of Malays. Although as he had earlier explained, the
buffalo was an animal which represented (and still does) the
pride of the “Menangcabow” nation in ingenuity and clever-
ness he wrote:

The Malay may be compared to the buffaloe and tiger. In
his domestic state, he is indolent, stubborn, and volup-
tuous as the former, and in his adventurous life, he is
insidious, blood-thirsty and rapacious as the latter.115

(my emphasis)

The tiger-like Malays were those from the Sunda Straits and
the China Seas; the domestic Malays those under British
influence. Significantly Marsden’s demeaning description of
national character of the “domestic” Malays included the
notion of “indolence”. Such brutal and derogatory comments
were not, however, unusual. When Raynal ascribed the French
preoccupation with conquest and the British with commerce
to their national characters, he was not being complimentary
either.116

At the beginning of the eighteenth century, “indolence” had
already been used as a signifier to describe the “ignoble” or
“black” nations of the torrid regions controlled by the East
India Company. For example Thomas Stamford Raffles wrote
in 1818 of native “indolence and vice” as matters of longstand-
ing contention at Bencoolen. In 1965 John Bastin,117 used this
quintessentially eighteenth-century word (possibly as a
quotation) in summarising correspondence from Bencoolen
to the Directors in London in 1765 and 1766 written to explain
the smaller than expected pepper harvest. “Indolence” was a
failing thought to afflict all peoples born in the tropics.
Concerning the Creole Portuguese whom Raynal described as
“so indolent, so corrupt and so passionately addicted to
pleasure” he suggested:

Perhaps the only way to rouze this degenerate race, would
be to set before their eyes some laborious men, to whom
suitable parcels of land might be allotted.118

Raynal’s comments on the indolence of the enslaved people of
Indostan have already been noted. There Raynal was
discussing not physical laziness, but a moral quality. He also
makes this connection between loss of liberty and “indolence”
with respect to the Arabic speaking people of the island of
Joanna [Anjouan] near Madagascar:
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the habit they have contracted of living upon milk and
vegetables has given them an unconquerable aversion to
labour. ... These people, born to be indolent, have lost that
liberty which they, doubtless came hither to enjoy from a
neighbouring continent, of which they were the original
inhabitants.119 (my emphases)

As already discussed, the striving for liberty was ranked (for
Europeans) as an almost sacred national imperative, and
shirking it was a serious neglect of civic duty. However, in
“naked savages” reluctance or inability to defend one’s liberty
was to become another sign of “infancy”. With no sense of
civic duty and no recognisable social organisation they were
therefore in need of (European) guidance.

Because of its inclusion in Robertson’s “native savage”
discourse, the word “indolence”120 had acquired special
significance for scholars writing on the Southeast Asian and
Pacific regions. Marsden’s conception of “indolence”
embraced much of Robertson’s discourse on “feebleness”
including its concern with mental and moral as well as
physical qualities. The word “indolence” was now rich with
contextual allusion and resonated with contemporary
discourse (the quoted passages include examples). Marsden
describes Malay “indolence” in almost every possible situation,

but there is always the sense that it is a moral rather than a
physical failing, and that it is another symptom of “decline”.
Thus Marsden wrote that the Malays were

a rude, incurious, and unambitious people. Their senses,
not their reason, should be acted on, to rouze them from
their lethargy: their imaginations must be warmed: a
spirit of enthusiasm must pervade and animate them,
before they will exchange the pleasures of indolence for
those of industry.121 (my emphases)

The word “curious” also had significant implications in the
eighteenth century and referred to a thirst for knowledge and
a spirit of enquiry. “Indolence” was therefore the very antithe-
sis of the “enlightenment” spirit. This explains why Marsden
could at the same time criticise the Malays for “indolence” and
yet recount examples of their performing “tedious” physical
tasks as a significant part of their regular routine, such as
weaving122 or salt production.123

Furthermore, Marsden used a quotation from a manuscript
about natives of the Philippines which he described as being of
modern date. It reads as follows:
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The excessive indolence and supineness of this people, is
evident from their having no written account of their
religion, government, or history. All their knowledge
therein was founded on tradition.124

The coupling of “indolence” with “supineness” in a sentence
dealing with intellectual activities indicated that these words
(which he is using as if they were synonyms) were being used
to describe moral and mental inactivity. This elevates the
discussion of “indolence” and makes the charge of much more
significance than it might seem at first glance. At the same time
it positions Marsden’s argument in the wider context of debate
on the “savage”. The full implications of the word “indolence”
in the eighteenth century are highlighted by its presence in a
variety of discourses including discussion of the deleterious
effect of the torrid zone on the character of its native and
foreign inhabitants. It also features in discussion of slavery.
Thus by the 1770s philosophers had extended its use from their
consideration of the more primitive natives to all “brown”
races in general. They had in effect, as previously noted,
merged the behavioural characteristics of the Linnaean cate-
gories of Asiatic and African species of homo sapiens.

Towards An Imperial Doctrine

The War of American Independence and the subsequent loss
of the American colonies were traumatic events for the British.
Although in the 1770s opportunities for settlement in the New
World may have appeared to be contracting there were new
lands opening up elsewhere. The Southeast Asia and Pacific
regions became the subject of renewed importance and
interest for British scholars and administrators alike.
Robertson’s philosophy offered a great deal to would-be impe-
rialists who looked to plantation agriculture in the tropics, and
mining, to provide the raw materials, manufactures and
luxury goods for a European market. His study of the
American tribes brought together in a coherent (and appar-
ently consistent) way many of the cardinal principles of the
age, and since the History was so widely read it is not surpris-
ing that the philosophies developed by Robertson were widely
influential.

We have found in the writings of Raynal and Robertson a
pervasive and didactic message concerning the moral, physical
and social degradation of the “black” and “brown” peoples of
the world. This was coupled with the implication that inter-
vention would be necessary to effect improvement and set
their “savage” feet on the path of progress. For example a
(proven) cure for “indolence” would be achieved:
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If another direction were given to the active powers of
man in the New World, and his force augmented by
exercise, he might acquire a degree of vigour which he
does not in his present state possess. This truth is con-
firmed by experience.125

This is redolent of positivist assumptions of perfectibility of all
human kind and therefore of universal brotherhood.126 These
theories fell like ripe seeds on fertile ground as did suggestions
that the torrid zone was the natural place for Europeans to
establish their dominion without opposition. It also explained
why, as witnessed by the American experience, the peoples of
the temperate zone could well be successful in resisting the
Europeans.127

The notion of the “childlike naked savage” was not only one of
the principal points in Robertson’s philosophy but an
intensely evocative image that resonated on a number of
levels: individual and social, moral and intellectual. On the
one hand, it appealed to one of the enlightenment’s chief intel-
lectual preoccupations, namely an abhorrence of despotism,
which was seen as an ever-present feature of eastern societies.
On the other hand, hints of cannibalism and infanticide128

and self-immolation alerted the churches to the challenge of
saving souls from moral danger. Missionaries and merchants

alike were eager for Britain to assume the role of guardian,
guide and protector for “childlike” natives. Robertson’s
theories which had found wide acceptance with the reading
public, provided a ready-made agenda for an awakening “age
of reform.”

The rising tide of humanitarianism brought a new dimension
to public debate which helped promote a redirection of British
government policy. The loss of the American colonies hung
like a shadow over Britain for at least 100 years. Therefore, if
the territorial ambitions of East India Company officials and
their successors were to be realised they needed to win over the
governing elite in Britain to their way of thinking. From the
time of Montesquieu, philosopher-historians had been a
notable force in the public sphere, and effective catalysts for
change.129 The locus of overseas power moved from the East
India Company to Whitehall at the time when the imperial
dogma was born. The old “laissez-faire” economic policies
were reversed and territorial occupation became a (Christian)
duty. Robertson had advanced the idea that in a state of unim-
proved nature, moral and physical improvement would only
occur

Wherever the state of society is such as to create many
wants and desires which cannot be satisfied without
regular exertions of industry.130
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and the American Colonial experience had proved that

Whenever Americans have been gradually accustomed to
hard labour their constitutions have become robust, and
they have been found capable of performing tasks ... to
equal any effort of the natives, either of Africa or of
Europe.131 (my emphasis)

Thus the notion of the “naked savage as infant” provided both
a new direction and a ready-made policy rationale for govern-
ment. Therefore it was with a clear conscience that the “white”
man could take up his burden of moral responsibility abroad,
assured of popular support at home.

Robertson and Marsden left a potent legacy for the merchants,
administrators and planters who needed to organise or recruit
“brown” labour for plantations in order to develop an export
trade in tropical agricultural products. Not only were nations
(or races) at the lower end of the human ladder of progress
languid or lazy, needing protection and guidance because, in
the torrid zones especially, they could not defend themselves,
but they had failed in their agrarian duties (unless directed by
Europeans). Moreover, according to Robertson, the urge to
improve could be mobilised because the capability was there
even if latent:

Man cannot continue long in this state of feeble and
uninformed infancy. He was made for industry and
action, and the powers of his nature, as well as the neces-
sity of his condition, urge him to fulfil his destiny.132

Robertson noticed that in the first stages of improvement,
men did not embrace the idea of agricultural labour. It was
“deemed ignominious and degrading” and therefore in native
society for the most part this activity was left to the women.
However, under regimes run by settlers, he pointed out that
the physical constitution of native peoples could be improved
by being employed in manual work and thereby gradually
“accustomed to hard labour.”

Conclusion

While this paper has addressed issues raised by the ongoing
debate on Orientalism, it principally concerns an exploration
of questions which follow in the wake of that raised by
Foucault. In the final chapter of his Archaeology of
Knowledge,133 Foucault asked “What is that fear which makes
you seek, beyond all boundaries, ruptures, shifts, and
divisions, the great historico-transcendental destiny of the
Occident?” The terms in which the question is framed
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highlight the persistence of a European conceptualisation of a
relationship with the East that has its roots in the eighteenth
century. Foucault’s suggestion that the answer would be
political inevitably brings with it overtones of power and
domination such as can be traced in the “naked savage” debate.

Thus Robertson’s History presented a coherent and readily
assimilable set of ideas which not only resonated with eigh-
teenth-century discourse but were to make a substantial
contribution to the philosophical underpinnings of British
imperialism. He portrayed the “naked savage” as a child: weak
and helpless, needing protection and guidance while their
minds are “feeble and defective.” Because Robertson argued
that only the savages in the temperate zone could defend
themselves, he also, whether intentionally or not, pointed to
the countries located in the torrid zone as areas highly suitable
for European exploitation and eventual colonisation. By
treating the “naked savage” as an abstraction his discussion
acquired the authority of a scientific analysis. Once he had
incorporated the “naked savage” in a developmental history of
mankind as a kind of universal forebear his theory readily lent
itself to being generalised and applied beyond the Americas.

As the nineteenth century progressed, determining to whom
the land belonged and establishing appropriate and produc-
tive relationships with the “owners” were to become issues of

increasing importance in the Southeast Asia and Pacific
regions. Hence, after slavery was outlawed in British posses-
sions, Robertson’s doctrine was ideally suited to non-settler
colonisation projects where the “proper” redirection and re-
education of the inhabitants were central to the enterprise. His
arguments on the role of agriculture in society, on mankind’s
obligations to cultivate the land and his narrow definition of
land ownership contributed to an international discourse on
the nature of sovereignty and the role of empires.

At the practical level, with an increasing body of evidence on
cannibalism, ideas of “noble” savages had not found much
credence with British administrators and district officers of
the East India Company whereas they could respond to ideas
on native peoples developed by Robertson. Ideas on the status
of agriculture and of “indolence” (and suggestions for remedi-
ation) coalesced with the “naked savage” theory to form a new
imperial doctrine which came into its own in the course of the
nineteenth century. Marsden not only embraced the discourse
of the “naked savage” but embellished it with his cogent reali-
sation of the “measures of civilisation” and extension of the
meaning of the word “indolence”. Although many of the
refinements of his work might be lost over time the central
thrust of his message persisted and was easily transferred to
Malays of the Peninsula.
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Marsden’s reputation, established by the publication of the
History of Sumatra, continued to grow with each new addition
to his scholarly oeuvre. He became an important conduit
through which eighteenth-century discourse on the “origin of
mankind” was transmitted to later scholars of British Malaya
and the wider region. Thus ideas extracted from Marsden’s
work on the “indolent” native were fused with the “naked
savage” and, confirmed in the hands of his successors, became
for all “brown” peoples living in the torrid zone the “lazy
native” stereotype.134
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1 Marsden’s term was Polynesia. Malayo-Polynesia is the
term currently used in Malaysia for the area known in
European scholarship as Austronesia.

2 William Marsden, History of Sumatra (London: The
Author, 1783).

3 So called by Syed Hussein Alatas in his pioneer study, The
Myth of the Lazy Native (London: Cass, 1977).

4 “Brown” is used in this paper for all non-“black” (or
negro) peoples included in discussion of the “savage” as a
racial category.

5 Marsden’s spelling and form of names in his 1783 and
1784 editions of History of Sumatra have been used
throughout.

6 Marsden, History of Sumatra, p.355.

7 Ibid., Preface p.iv. Marsden notes that the only prior
publication of a scholarly nature was a 1778 article on the
Batta people by Charles Miller in the Philosophical
Transactions.

8 Ibid., p.viii: “The study of their own species is doubtless
the most important and most interesting that can claim
the attention of mankind”.

9 Philosophical and Political History of the Establishment of
European Commerce in the East and West Indies, 3rd ed., 5
vols (London: Cadell, 1777). 1st French edition, 1770, 1st
English edition 1773. The 3rd edition was listed in
Marsden’s Bibliotheca Marsdeniana (London: Cox, 1827),
p.102.

10 History of America, 2 vols (London: Strahan, 1777).
Robertson was cited by Marsden as one of his
authorities, and his History was listed in Marsden’s
Bibliotheca Marsdeniana (London: Cox, 1827), p.107.

11 A Dictionary of Persian, Arabic and English ... to which is
prefixed a dissertation on the languages, literatures and
manners of Eastern Nations, 2 vols (Oxford: Clarendon,
1777). Richardson was cited by Marsden as one of his
authorities and the Dictionary was listed as owned by
Marsden in his Catalogue of the Dictionaries, Vocabularies
and Grammars of all Languages (University of London,
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School of Oriental and African Studies Archive, MS
57002), pp.209, 411.

12 Voyage d’un philosophe, ou, Observation sur les moeurs et
les arts des peuples de l’Afrique, de l’Asie et de l’Amerique
(Maestricht: Dufour, 1779). Marsden cited the French
edition of 1779. The English translation was entitled
Travels of a Philosopher or Observations of the manners
and arts of various nations in Asia and Africa (Baltimore:
N. G. Maxwell, 1818).

13 Especially after “Pious Act”, 1813 (re East India Company
Charter) and the establishment of Haileybury College
whose educational program was to inculcate the duty of
encouraging the Christianisation of India.

14 E. C. Eze (ed.), Race and the Enlightenment: a Reader
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1997), pp.6—7.

15 Marsden, History of Sumatra, p.1.

16 Ibid., Preface, p.viii: “misconceptions, or wilful
impositions of travellers.“

17 Marsden has often been described as an “Irishman”.
Although born in Ireland, he was of English descent, but
might have admitted to being Anglo-Irish. He went to
considerable pains in his memoirs to indicate his English
ancestry, and was rather patronising in his references to
Irish, Scots and Welsh customs, whereas the Anglo-Saxon
always received favourable mention.

18 Quoted in Geoffrey Blainey, The Great Seesaw, a new view
of the western world 1750—2000 (South Melbourne:
Macmillan, 1988), p.23.

19 Robertson, History of America, vol. 1, pp.286—87.

20 Rousseau urged “Lovers of Glory [who would sponsor or
undertake] a serious Voyage round the World, as would
recommend their Names to present and future
generations; not to confine themselves to Plants and
Stones, but for once study Men and Manners ...”. (my
emphasis) Quoted in E. H. McCormick, Omai; Pacific
Envoy (Auckland: Auckland University Press, 1977), p.8.
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21 His “Remarks on the Sumatran Language. Letter to Sir
Joseph Banks,” dated March 5, 1780, was printed in
Archaeologia, vol. VI (London: 1782), pp.154—158.

22 Marsden, “Remarks on the Sumatran Language” (1782),
pp.154—155.

23 Marsden, History of Sumatra, p.373: “I was encouraged by
persons of the first consideration in the world of science
... to prepare for publication whatever materials I had for
a Natural history of the country.”

24 Basil Willey, The Eighteenth Century Background: Studies
on the Idea of Nature in the Thought of the Period
(London: Chatto & Windus, 1961), pp.205—207.

25 Marsden, History of Sumatra, pp.vii—viii.

26 Ibid., History of Sumatra, p.170 as one of his sources for
Marsden’s three measures of civilisation which are
discussed below.

27 Richardson, A Dictionary, Persian, Arabic and English ...
to which is prefixed a dissertation of the languages,
literature and manners of Eastern Nations, p.i.

28 For example in the dispute between Bartolomé de Las
Casas v Juan Ginés de Sepúlveda, heard in Valladolid,
1550 and 1551 which is discussed in Lewis Hanke, The
Spanish struggle for justice in the conquest of America
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania, 1949),
pp.109—132. Robertson was aware of the subject of the
controversy; see for example: History of America, vol.1,
p.312—13.

29 Ibid., vol.1, p.286.

30 Ibid., vol.1, p. 418: “Even the law of climate, more
universal, perhaps in its operation than any other that
affects the human species, cannot be applied ... without
many exceptions.”

31 Ibid., vol. 1, pp.20—21.

32 Ibid., vol.1, p.414.
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33 Raynal, Philosophical and Political History of the
Establishment of European Commerce, vol.1, p.56: “Man ...
is endued [i.e. endowed] with a power of
accommodating himself to the various modes of life that
prevail in every different climate.”

34 Raynal discussed the different effects of hot and
temperate climates in a passage which begins as follows:
”... the differences between the inhabitants of the north
and south, is of too uniform a cast to be attributed
entirely to the particular kind of nourishment; the cold
of the north, the elasticity of the air; less fertility and
more labour and exercise, with a more varied kind of life;
all these circumstances whet the appetite, brace the
nerves, raise a spirit of resolution and activity, and give a
firmer tone to the organs ....” See Philosophical and
Political History of the Establishment of European
Commerce, vol.1, p.56

35 Charles de Secondat, baron de Montesquieu, The Spirit of
Laws, 3rd ed., 2 vols (Edinburgh: Donaldson, 1762), vol. 1,
book XVI, pp.275 ff. See also vol.1, book XIV, chapters 2, 3
& 6, vol.1, p.245 ff., for discussion on Asia.

36 Montesquieu, The Spirit of Laws, book XIV, chapter 2,
vol.1, p.243: “The inhabitants of warm countries, are like
old men, timorous; the people in cold countries are, like
young men, brave.”

37 Raynal, Philosophical and Political History, vol 2,
pp.297—98.

38 Robertson, History of America, vol.1, p.416.

39 Ibid., vol.1, p.415: “This powerful operation of climate is
felt most sensibly by rude nations, and produces greater
effects than in societies more highly polished. The talents
of civilised men are continually exerted in rendering
their condition more comfortable.”

40 The following is the description of the American
inhabitants according to Linnaeus: “Copper-coloured,
choleric, erect. American. Hair black, straight, thick;
nostrils wide; face harsh; beard scanty; Obstinate,
content, free. Paints himself with fine red lines. Regulated
by customs.” A General System of Nature, 13th ed. trans.
by William Turton (London: Lackington, 1802), p.9.
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41 Georges-Louis Leclerc, comte de Buffon, quoted in
E.C.Eze (ed.), Race and the Enlightenment, p.25.

42 Robertson, History of America, vol.1, p.299: “the agency of
heat is checked and abated by various causes, ... The
colour of the natives of the torrid zone can hardly be said
to be of a deeper hue than the natives in the more
temperate part of the continent.” See also Raynal,
Philosophical and Political History, vol.3, p.375: “The
colour of negroes is, therefore, falsely supposed to be
owing to the climate.”

43 Raynal, Philosophical and Political History, vol. 3,
pp.373—374.

44 Marsden, History of Sumatra, p.216.

45 Ibid., p.40.

46 Blainey, The Great Seesaw, p.22: “Professor Glyndwr
Williams ... [has] pointed out that in the [ship]
Endeavour was a copy of George Shelvocke’s book of
1726, A Voyage Around the World.”

47 Blainey, The Great Seesaw, pp.20—21.

48 Bernard Smith, European Vision and the South Pacific
(New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1985), p.143:
“In England, from the time of Cook’s first return from
the Pacific, there were those who were appalled by the
stories they read of sexual promiscuity, human sacrifices,
and infanticide. The way in which the fashionable
sections of English society had treated Omai, first
making a social lion of him and then sending him back
to Huahine laden with presents but still a pagan,
outraged evangelical opinion.”

49 Smith, European Vision and the South Pacific, p.149: “In
France ... Savages were endowed with the virtues that
good republicans aspired to.”

50 For example the pictorial work, “Les sauvages de la mer
pacifique” (1805) by Joseph Dufour (National Gallery of
Australia) said to represent Cook’s Voyage appears to be
based on reports resulting from Bougainville’s 1768
expedition which described the inhabitants of Tahiti as: ”
white, handsome, and six to six-and-a-half feet tall; the
women were swathed from head to foot in a white veil,

Ch2.37



Chapter 2: Notes

SIGNATURES

but singing joyously would take by the hand and envelop
in the said veil any unwary passing European.” Glyndwr
Williams, “Seamen and philosophers in the South Seas in
the Age of Captain Cook”, The Mariners Mirror, Vol. 65
(1979), p. 8.

51 Blainey, The Great Seesaw, p.17.

52 Robertson, History of America, vol.1, pp.179ff, 286, 312.

53 Dictionary of National Biography (London: Smith, Elder,
1896), Vol. 48 [XLVIII], p.428: “[and] the outbreak of the
American war lent the book pertinent public interest and
rendered it more popular than either of its predecessors.”

54 Montesquieu defined the difference between savages and
barbarous nations in The Spirit of Laws, book 18, chapter
XI, p.302: “the [savage nations] are dispersed clans, which
for some particular reason cannot be joined in a body;
and the latter are commonly small nations, capable of
being united. The savages are generally hunters; the
barbarians are herdsmen and shepherds.” This gradation
is reflected in one of the senses of the present day
meaning of barbarian, as illustrated by a quotation in

O.E.D., p.664: “I believe with you that savages could
never civilise themselves, but barbarians I think might.”

55 Robertson, History of America, vol. 1, p.283.

56 Ibid., vol.1, p.270: “Even the most cultivated nations of
America were strangers to many inventions, which were
almost coeval with society in other parts of the world”,
and History of America, vol.1, pp.368—9: “The empires of
Peru and Mexico, ... their progress in civilisation, when
measured by the European or Asiatic standards, was
inconsiderable.”

57 Ibid., vol. 1, p.266.

58 Ibid., vol.1, pp.266—67.

59 Ibid., vol.1, p.287.

60 Ibid., vol.1, p.300.

61 Ibid., vol.1, p.265.

62 Ibid., vol. 1, p.266—267
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64 Ibid., vol. 1, p.282: “The philosophers and historians of
ancient Greece and Rome, our guides in this as well as
every other disquisition, had only a limited view of the
subject.”

65 Ibid., vol.1, pp.281—82.

66 Ibid., vol. 1 p.282.

67 Ibid., vol. 1, p308.

68 Ibid., vol.1, p.282.

69 Ibid., vol.1, p.268: “In every part of the earth the progress
of a man has been nearly the same, and we can trace him
in his career from the rude simplicity of savage life, until
he attains the industry, the arts, and the elegance of
polished society.”

70 Ibid., vol.1, p.283.

71 Ibid., vol.1, pp.308—09.

72 Ibid., vol.1, p.290.

73 Ibid., vol.1, p.290.

74 Ibid., vol.1, p.294.

75 Ibid., vol.1, p.290.

76 Ibid., vol.1, p.310: “The thoughts and attention of a savage
are confined within a small circle of objects, immediately
conducive to his preservation or enjoyment. Every thing
beyond that, escapes his observation, or is perfectly
indifferent to him.“(my emphasis)

77 Ibid., vol.1, p.265: “[T]he unlettered inhabitants of
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78 Ibid., vol.1, p.314.

79 Ibid., vol. l, p.292.

80 Ibid., vol.1, p. 296.
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105 Marsden, History of Sumatra, p.66—67.
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XIX, chapter 4, p.322: “Nature and climate rule almost
alone over the savages.”

109 Marsden, History of Sumatra: In addition to a formal
section on arithmetic skill and measures of quantity etc.,
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The Tantalising Cannibal: Rationalising Anthropophagy in the Long Eighteenth Century
Shino Konishi (University of Sydney)

The highly sought-after evidence which would conclusively
prove the literal existence of cannibalism lay just out of reach.2
The idea is concisely heralded in a small paragraph written by
an opportunistic buccaneer on his journey around the world
near the beginning of the long eighteenth century. William
Dampier’s New Voyage Round the World is widely acknowl-
edged a unique and influential work, a hybrid mix of mercan-
tilist prospectus and scientific treatise with the air of a
rollicking traveller’s tale. His descriptions of foreign lands and
exotic peoples inspired the works of subsequent explorers,
writers, naturalists, and ethnographers, and captivated general
audiences. However, what is most interesting here is Dampier’s
discussion of cannibalism, or, more specifically, his scepticism
regarding its existence, which appears typical of later eigh-
teenth-century attitudes:

As for the common Opinion of Anthropophagi, or Man-
Eaters, I have never met with such People . . . I do not
know what barbarous customs there may formerly have
been in the world, and to sacrifice one’s enemies to the
gods is a thing that has been much talked of, with
relation to the savages of America. I am a stranger to that

Ch3.1

For most cultures man-eating is a long-established fear and
obsession haunting their ideas of the Other and the unknown,
and it is a common motif in speculative ethnographies and
first contact narratives. Western suspicions that exotic peoples
beyond the European mainland practiced cannibalism is well
documented, from Herodotus’ disquisition on the Androphagi
through to twentieth-century anthropological studies of
highland New Guineans. Occidental accounts exist which
suggest that the west’s oriental subjects, especially those
captured in Africa and the Americas in order to be transported
as slaves, also feared being eaten by their uninvited guests.1 In
popular western narratives the cannibal is ascribed a voracious
appetite and a crude and gruesome modus operandi, and is
believed to find human flesh, especially white flesh, particu-
larly delicious. However, it is not just the cannibal whose
appetite is tantalised by its exotic quarry, for Enlightenment
Europe felt uncomfortably but irresistably reminded of an
archetypal urge for cannibalism, demonstrating that this most
inhumane practice had strong attractions for a society that
made every effort to suppress this ultimately dark counter-side
of politeness.
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also, and whether it is, or has been, customary in any
nation there. And yet, if they sacrifice their enemies, it is
not necessary they should eat them too. After all, I will
not be peremptory in the negative, but I speak as to the
compass of my own knowledge, and know some of these
cannibal stories to be false.3

Dampier’s scepticism is, however, quite idiosyncratic: in part
drawing on his own experiences (not having met any
cannibals during his circumnavigation), but also based on
common sense, and perhaps even on an empathetic attempt to
imagine the lives of those he had encountered. He concluded
that since all of the people he had seen or heard of had ample
food in the way of fruits, grains, fish and meat, they “would
scarce kill a Man purposely to eat him”.4

Prior to Dampier’s period the existence of cannibalism had
been unquestioned. This does not mean the practice was
regarded with equanimity – in fact it was considered shocking
and appalling – but nevertheless allegations and accounts of
cannibalism in foreign lands were for the most part uncriti-
cally accepted. The possibility of a theological raison d’être for
man-eating was passionately debated, and cannibalism’s
purported barbarity was used as a foil to relativise and critique
western disciplinary and punitive measures.5 The existence of

cannibalism as an endemic cultural practice was not seriously
doubted before the eighteenth century, so it is this veneer of
scepticism, indebted to the Enlightenment’s rational and
empirical commitments, that marks out this period’s repre-
sentation of cannibalism, distinguishing it from its more lurid
and better-known sixteenth- and nineteenth-century counter-
parts. However, occasional eruptions of pre-modern mythic
discourses concerning the nature of the unknown Other, and
the elusive receding space that it occupies, disturb this
Enlightenment bedrock of empiricist rationality. This article
will explore these tensions between new rationalities and old
mythic narratives, and the way in which notions and
metaphors of tantalization relate to maritime explorers’ repre-
sentations of cannibalism in the long eighteenth century.

Even though accounts of anthropophagy date back millennia,
cannibalism only became an object of academic study in the
nineteenth century when, according to De Vinne, “the
emerging discipline of anthropology struggled to mediate
between the mores of Western society and the unfamiliar
customs of foreign cultures brought under the flags of
empire”.6 De Vinne states that cannibalism can be classified
according to the “status of the consumed and the motive for
consumption”, with status being dependent on whether the
consumed is endo- or exogamous in relation to the
consumer’s group, and the purposes being categorised as
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dietary, ritualistic, or self-preserving in nature.7 Incidences of
the last category, also known as survival or famine cannibal-
ism, such as the notorious cases of the 1846 Donner Party, the
siege of Leningrad, and the Andes plane crash of 1972 are
uncontested, and according to Kitson, “appear to need no
explanation other than of necessity”.8 Accounts of dietary and
ritual cannibalism on the other hand have been extensively
and intensely examined and fiercely debated, especially within
the field of anthropology. Both Harris’ Cannibals and Kings
(1977) and Harner’s “The Enigma of Aztec Sacrifice” (1977)
proposed that Aztec cannibalism was a response to the protein
deficiencies of their diet. This argument was refuted in Sahlins’
“Culture as Protein and Profit” (1978) which instead argued for
a ritual purpose for cannibalism.9 Sahlins explored the
symbolic purposes of cannibalism further in his detailed study
of nineteenth-century missionary sources “Raw Women,
Cooked Men” (1983), which explored the mythological origins
and political purposes of cannibalism in nineteenth-century
Fiji.10

However, the most significant contribution to the study of
cannibalism is William Arens’ controversial Man Eating Myth
(1979), an extensive review of the cannibal literature which
claims that there is no first-hand evidence for cannibalism as
an endemic practice. Rather than accepting cannibalism a
priori and debating the motivations underlying it, Arens asks

whether it has ever existed as an institutionalised practice, and
so shifts the focus from the subject to the observer:

The most certain thing to be said is that all cultures, subcul-
tures, religions, sects, secret societies and every other possible
human association has been labelled anthropophagic by
someone. In this light, the contemporary, though neglected,
anthropological problem emerges more clearly. The idea of
“others” as cannibals, rather than the act, is the universal
phenomenon. The significant question is not why people eat
human flesh, but why one group invariably assumes that
others do.11

Despite vociferous opposition to Arens’ work,12 it is a seminal
text for studies of cannibalism which has caused many to read
the primary accounts with a critical or even sceptical eye, and
to consider issues of western ethnocentrism and racism in
their reading of accounts of anthropophagy.13 This critical
approach has led some scholars to turn from the question of
whether or not indigenous subjects were cannibals, to the
post-colonial question of why western writers represented
them as such.

One of the most recent writers to apply this critical approach
to ostensibly ethnographic sources is the anthropologist
Gananath Obeyesekere, who has examined the accounts of
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Pacific explorers, sailors and traders from the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries. While Obeyesekere does not explicitly
deny the existence of cannibalism, his close analyses reveal that
accounts of the practice were largely “products of the
European fantasy”. He reads these sources as fiction, and is
interested in what they reveal about western constructions of
the self rather than in what they reveal about the cannibal
Other.14 This blurring of distinctions between fact and fiction
is reflected in literary studies such as those of Ellis, Otter and
Lyons, which read the fictional representations of cannibalism
in the works of Melville and Defoe against late eighteenth- and
nineteenth-century explorer accounts.15

By the beginning of the long eighteenth century, European
maritime explorers had charted the coastlines of all the
corners of the world, except the South Pacific, of which only
the odd section of land had been glimpsed. Seventeenth-
century maps such as Nicholas Sanson’s World Map (1678)16

depicted the coasts of all the continents except the eastern
halves of Australia and Antarctica, with only small segments of
New Zealand and Tasmania and the occasional Pacific Island
included. The South Pacific was the final frontier. The late
eighteenth century saw the launch of several major journeys of
exploration, including the ambitious Cook and Baudin expe-
ditions, armed with the most sophisticated navigational
devices, libraries containing the latest philosophical,

taxonomic, and botanical treatises, and equipment for
measuring, collecting, preserving and cataloguing their
samples of exotica. They had the best navigators, and the most
promising men of medical and natural science.17 Their lists of
goals compiled by the likes of the Royal Society and the Société
des Observateurs de l’Homme ranged from discovering the
southern continent, charting the transit of Venus, surveying
exotic flora and fauna, taking possession of “convenient”
lands, and studying native peoples,18 to verifying eyewitness
accounts of Patagonian giants,19 and establishing the rationale
behind cannibalism.20 The driving force underpinning these
far-reaching and divergent fields of enquiry was the new and
sophisticated rational and empirical epistemology. The late
eighteenth-century explorers considered themselves techno-
logically and intellectually equipped to deal with all possible
contingencies, and expected that they could reveal and under-
stand the secrets of these unknown lands. These men would
not let pre-modern fears and superstitions cloud their interac-
tion with the unknown world, and were determined to unveil
the rational and reasonable verities beneath antiquated myths
and legendary travellers’ tales, especially those concerning
cannibalism. As previously mentioned, Dampier signaled the
coming of this new approach with his rational pragmatism:
why would people resort to eating each other if they had
ample food? Dampier was able to express his opinion and,
moreover, define his own criteria for plausible evidence.
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However, by the late eighteenth century explorers were not
obliged to write travelogues merely for their own remunera-
tive ends but instead were commissioned by prestigious scien-
tific institutions to write objective, detailed, and substantiated
accounts, which would then constitute the basis for further
scientific and imperial expeditions. Explorers were now
writing for a scrutinizing critical audience with vested
interests. One of the first major expeditions to suffer under
that exacting eye was Cook’s first journey (1768—71) to the
South Pacific.

In November 1769 the Endeavour landed on the east coast of
New Zealand’s North Island at a place near Whitianga that
Cook named the River of Mangroves. It was at this site that
Cook’s crew spied their first cannibals. Cook had already
decided that these people were “poor to the highest degree
when compared to others” they had seen, and described these
particular Maori as leading marginal existences, their
dwellings “mean and without ornament”, and their diet
meagre, consisting of nothing more than “fern root and
fish”.21 The notion that they were also cannibals came as no
surprise to Cook given their apparent debasement and their
austere diets. Consequently, his Maori informants’ admission
of anthropophagy was taken as conclusive proof, needing no
further evidence: “They confirm the custom of eating their
enimies [sic] so that this is a thing no longer to be doubted”.22

Cook’s concise statement left no room for discussion, so he
obviously assumed that this account was enough to dispel the
scepticism fostered by Dampier’s earlier remarks. Banks’
account has a similarly conclusive air, for he admits that even
though he was “loth a long time to believe that any human
beings could have among them so brutal a custom” as canni-
balism, he was now convinced of it. His account discloses that
they discovered their proof by having “Tubia” (Tupaia), their
Tahitian envoy, ask each and every Maori they encountered
whether or not they practiced cannibalism, and found that
they “universaly [sic] agree that they eat none but the bodies of
those of their enemies who are killed in war”.23 While the
Endeavour’s men were satisfied with the North Island Maori’s
oral testimonies, their desires to confirm cannibalism were
piqued by the physical evidence found in the South Island.
Parkinson, one of the expedition’s artists, similarly framed his
discussion of anthropophagy in terms of evidence and proof
by stating that “we had adequate proofs that they are
cannibals”. This time the evidence was both the finding of
“several human bones which appeared to have been lately
dressed and picked”, and the testimony of the Maori men they
interviewed, using their limited vocabulary of Maori and
Tahitian words and physical gestures. From this interlocutory
melange Parkinson deduced “that they thought human flesh
delicious food”.24

Ch3.5



SIGNATURES

Cook also described this encounter and went to even greater
lengths to obtain adequate evidence. Cook states that he
believed the bone to be “stronger proof than any we had met
with”,25 but nonetheless played dumb, in order to elicit confir-
mation from his informants. He states:

in order to be fully satisfied of the truth of what they had
told us, we told one of them that it was not the bone of a
man but that of a dog, but he with great fervency took
hold of his fore-arm and told us again that it was that
bone and to convince us that they had eaten the flesh he
took hold of the flesh of his own arm with his teeth and
made shew of eating.26

Even though the general academic consensus is that the Maori
probably did practice cannibalism to some extent,27 the
probative value of the Cook expedition’s accumulated
evidence of Maori cannibalism is unsatisfactory from a
modern ethnographic viewpoint for a number of reasons. The
parties’ ability to communicate in each other’s languages were
very limited, a problem exacerbated by Banks’ leading
questions in his interviews; and the explorers’ prejudice
against the Maori diet of fern-root and fish may have given
them an exaggerated idea of the Whitianga people’s impover-
ishment. Most crucially, the explorers undermined their

claims to objectivity by making it clear to their cannibal
suspects that they desperately wished them to be man-eaters.

Gananath Obeyesekere suggests that the Maori perceived and
took advantage of the ethnographers’ desires, perhaps
performing cannibalism as a means of defense.28 The
Europeans’ actions and the tone of their interrogation revealed
that they dreaded being eaten above all else, so cannibalism
may have become the “weapon of the weak”, the ultimate
means by which the indigenous people could terrorize the
explorers, pitting teeth against guns. Geoffrey Sanborn
supports this hypothesis, by arguing that the “idea that canni-
balism was an act with an audience in mind, intended to
induce terror, was not new to the eighteenth century”.29 It is
also apparent that the Maori realised the remunerative
potential of cannibalism, and readily performed anthro-
pophagy for their western audience in order to encourage
trade. For example, Parkinson states that South Island men
acted out “the manner in which they dispatched their
prisoners; which was to knock them down with their patta
pattoos, and then rip them up”,30 and also allowed the
purchase of human remains:

The natives also brought us several human bones on
board, and offered them to sale, … One day in particu-
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lar, they brought four skulls to sell; but they rated them
very high.31

The explorers’ cannibal evidence, then, while too circumstan-
tial and corrupted by their self-interests and ethnographic
ineptitude to meet the standards of today’s scholar, was clearly
believed by Cook and Parkinson to be sufficient to satisfy
contemporary audiences. However, this was not the case, for,
as previously mentioned, the eighteenth-century response to
the question of cannibalism was more often than not scepti-
cism rather than uncritical acquiescence. Conclusive proof of
cannibalism continued to elude the western explorer.

The metropolitan reception of the Endeavour crew’s account
of Maori cannibalism was not as favourable as expected, and
Cook was pilloried for presenting circumstantial evidence. In
his journal of the second voyage Cook acknowledges the
criticism levelled at him in Europe for his account of New
Zealand anthropophagy:

the account I gave of it in my former voyage was partly
founded on circumstances and was, as I afterwards
found, discredited by many people. I have often been
asked, after relating all the circumstance, if I had actually
seen them eat human flesh my self, such a question was

sufficient to convince me that they either disbelieved all I
had said or formed a very different opinion from it.32

The discerning scientific community clearly demanded an
eye-witness account. Peter Hulme explores the discourses
implicit in the term “eye-witness”, stating that it is “partly
scientific, partly legal, and carries with it the suggestion of
somebody whose evidence can be accepted because they saw
what happened without them being involved in what
happened. This is both the protocol of scientific experimenta-
tion and the assumption of legal witness”.33 Ostensible eye-
witness accounts constitute the bulk of nineteenth-century
cannibal narratives, and have a veneer of authenticity because
of their appropriation of legal discourses concerning impar-
tiality and objectivity. However, the European witness was
incapable of true non-involvement, thanks to the west’s deep-
rooted horror of and fascination for cannibalism, not to
mention the inevitable financial gains and fame accruing to
those who survived the cannibal encounter. Obeyesekere
critiques eye-witness accounts in Fiji, and highlights the
compounding sensationalism of the account with each subse-
quent retelling, as well as the logistical unfeasibility of the
incidents described.34 Cook’s account of cannibalism on his
next voyage to New Zealand, as we shall see, explicitly invoked
these eye-witness conventions, and will be shown to be
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similarly unreliable, due to Cook’s conspicuous failure to
remain uninvolved, which extended to an active role in chore-
ographing the cannibal event.

Upon his return to the South Island of New Zealand in 1773,
Cook was careful to document irrefutable evidence of Maori
cannibalism in order to avoid another hostile reception from
his metropolitan critics. His opportunity arose while some of
his officers were on shore, where they made a gruesome find:
the remains of a recently killed young man, seemingly ritualis-
tically arranged, with the head used to decorate a war-canoe.
Conquering their revulsion, the officers promptly purchased
the head and returned to the ship. Once on board, in accor-
dance with new-found empirical rigour and a keen determina-
tion to play eye-witness, they managed through undisclosed
means to convince a Maori man to prepare, cook and eat some
of its flesh, all before an audience comprising the ship’s crew
and fellow cannibals gathered on the quarterdeck.35

Unfortunately, Cook did not arrive until the performance’s
curtain-call, and despite his claims that “the sight of the head
and the relation of the circumstances just mentioned struck
me with horror and filled me with indignation against these
cannibals”,36 he recognised that this was a rare opportunity to
witness personally this “fact which many people had their
doubts about”. So the Maori man was again ordered to
perform the cannibalistic act that Cook’s officers had previ-

ously choreographed, so that Cook could now prove, using his
own triumphant words, “the fact that the New Zealanders are
cannibals, can now no longer be doubted”.37 In April 1793 the
French had a similar opportunity to witness a cannibal perfor-
mance during their stay in New Caledonia. The fear of canni-
balism would no doubt already have been aroused before the
Recherche and the Espérance had even left France, for the
purpose of the voyage was to search for the missing La Pérouse
expedition. This fear would have been exacerbated by the New
Caledonians’ obvious food shortage. Starving people
attempted to buy the ships’ stores and gestured to their flat
bellies.38 Their desperate hunger was further evidenced by the
frequent occasions on which the New Caledonians pounced
on any foods discarded by the French: “We gave them biscuits,
which they devoured with avidity, though they were very
much worm-eaten”.39 The French cannibal performance, like
Cook’s, followed a sojourn ashore. The naturalist Labillardière
and some of his crewmates happened to come upon a man
eating from a bone, who hospitably offered to share it with
them, though the shrewd Labillardière fortunately recognised
that it was human moments before his associate went to taste
it. Through his interview with the New Caledonian,
Labillardière deduced that “the flesh of [the bone] had
furnished some of their countrymen with a meal; and even
gave [him] to understand that they considered it as a
dainty”.40 Labillardière and his men then returned to their
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ship to inform their compatriots who “would not give credit to
our recital of the barbarous taste of those islanders”. In the
spirit of their time his crewmates required more rigorous
proof. Conveniently, there were two indigenous men aboard
who could provide the requisite evidence:

I presented it to the two natives whom we had on board: one
of those cannibals immediately seized it with avidity, and tore
with his teeth the sinews and ligaments which yet remained. I
gave it next to his companion, who found something more to
pick from it.41

The cannibals’ performance was not as spontaneous and
unmediated as the above account suggests, for as with Cook’s
account, the circumstances by which the islanders were on
board implies that they acted under duress. Before
Labillardière’s return there had been a group of New
Caledonians visiting the ship who had been driven away by
undisclosed means, “because they had stolen several things”.
The two unfortunates had been unable to escape “owing to
some bodily infirmity”. After their performance, the French
crew attempted to elicit a cannibal confession from the men
through various gesticulations. Unfortunately, this seems to
have been instead interpreted as an admission of the explorers’
own anthropophagy: “they thought that we were also men-
eaters, and, imagining that their last hour was come, they

began to weep”.42 Cook and Labillardière’s rather grotesque
accounts are, moreover, not isolated episodes of “cannibalism
as a command performance”.43 Samuel Otter has examined
similar cases, and found that it was not uncommon for indige-
nous actors to be made patently aware of the Europeans’
desperation to witness cannibalism, and on occasion, to
perform it willingly. Like Obeyesekere, Otter suggests indige-
nous subjects might capitalise on their apparent cannibalism
as a means to terrorise and also tantalise the western audience.
Otter discusses numerous accounts in which so-called
cannibals would perform the ritual preparation of human
flesh and then at the last moment substitute the meat for
something more innocuous, snatching the holy grail of
conclusive evidence just beyond reach.

The long eighteenth century’s ostensibly empirical approach
to standards of proof was not merely the consequence of a
sceptical audience’s pedantry, but was also necessary to
support the new philosophical and demographic theories
emerging in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.
It was no longer de rigueur in scientific discourses to accept the
perceived alterity of the Other; it now had to be examined,
explained and justified. Moreover, cultural and racial differ-
ence came to be explicitly understood in relation to the
western self, or more specifically by its designated position in
the hierarchy of man. Cannibalism was useful for this purpose
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because it could act as a point of correlation, used to chart the
progress of civilisations and compare the races. So throughout
this period the west became increasingly tantalised by man-
eaters, desiring to find them so as to study them, discover why
they cannibalised, and ascertain whether or not the west was
capable of such a vile practice.44 This interest is evident in
Joseph-Marie Degérando’s Considérations sur les méthodes à
suivre dans l’observation des Peuples Sauvages. In preparation
for the Baudin expedition, he was commissioned by the Société
des Observateurs de l’Homme to write an ethnographic manual
which included instructions on approaching the issue of
cannibalism:

the philosophical traveler will make a careful study of the
dreadful practice of cannibalism, and perhaps will give
us some way, if not of justifying, at least of excusing the
errors of the human species. They will tell whether
cannibal peoples eat only their enemies beaten in war;
whether they add to this action any other cruel practices,
and whether they entertain ideas of vengeance in this
custom.45

Degérando’s guideline is primarily concerned with vengeance,
a cultural rather than natural motive for anthropophagy, as is
typical of earlier cannibal discourses. However, the Cook and

Labillardière examples demonstrate that natural causes, such
as hunger, begin to seep into the cannibal discourse in the late
eighteenth century. This blending of cultural and natural
tropes is most pronounced in the elaborate study written by
the naturalist Johann Reinhold Forster, who accompanied
Cook on his second expedition.

While Degérando’s concerns with cannibalism typified an
older theory of cannibalism as motivated by the desire for
vengeance, Forster’s theory combined this notion of encultur-
ation with a structural basis, heralding nineteenth-century
demographic theories. Forster, in accordance with his liberal
humanist viewpoint, assumes that cannibalism is a natural
marker of primitive civilization, which will inevitably be
abandoned as civilization progresses to more advanced stages.
He assumes that this progression is driven by external influ-
ences, typically invasion by more highly evolved societies. In
order to support this thesis Forster constructs a racial
hierarchy of Pacific peoples, and a concomitant narrative
suggesting that the Polynesian societies, such as the Tahitians,
were comparatively advanced because they had once been
invaded by the superior Malays. They imposed their laws and
culture, produced a fairer complexion through intermarrying,
and most interestingly, eradicated cannibalism. Forster states:
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upon comparing every circumstance more minutely, as
the Taheiteans allow themselves to have formally been
cannibals, and likewise as their chiefs, Manahounes and
warriors, are all of a fairer colour than the Toutous; it
might not perhaps be inconsistent to suppose, that the
first and aboriginal inhabitants of the south-seas isles
were of the [black-skinned] tribe of the Papuas and
people from New Guinea, and its neighbourhood, and
such as we found at Mallicollo, Tanna, and the New
Hebrides, and therefore were like them man-eaters.46

Forster finds his thesis of evolution through invasion
supported by the testimony of the Tahitians, who like the
Europeans, confess to having once been cannibalistic in their
distant past.47 Despite the difficulty of proving its existence, as
acknowledged by his captain Cook, Forster considers that the
act of cannibalism can be used as a significant measure of a
society’s advancement, or more accurately, lack of advance-
ment. The Maori, however, present well-nigh intractable
problems for Forster’s theory. Maori culture does not conform
to his model because, despite what he regards as material and
racial indicators of being an advanced Pacific civilization (the
Maori boast fortifications, social stratification, and fairer
skin), they persist in eating one another. Forster proposes that
in this case the civilizing process has been impeded by demo-

graphic factors. He concludes that New Zealand’s environ-
ment is rough, the climate harsh, food sources poor; and
finally that the population is still so small that one is forced to
eat one’s neighbours or else be eaten oneself.48

Forster’s blending of the vengeance and demographic theories
was unusual. However, the favourite late eighteenth-century
explanation for anthropophagy was what Lestringant calls
“cannibalism by constraint”, that is, the notion that people ate
each other solely out of necessity, rather than for ritual
reasons. The logic of this rationale is succinctly expressed in
Diderot’s Supplément au Voyage de Bougainville, which
proposes, in passing, an interesting aetiology for cannibalism.
Two characters, A and B, discuss Bougainville’s journal and,
noting Lancer’s Isle, a small island named by Bougainville,
they ponder the predicament of its inhabitants:

B: Do you see this dot on the map called Lancer’s Island?
Looking at the position it occupies on the globe, who is
there who wouldn’t wonder how men came to be there?
What means of communication were there between
them and the rest of mankind? What will become of
them if they go on multiplying on a little spit of land
that is probably less than three miles across?
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A: Probably they thin themselves out by eating each
other. Perhaps you have there – in the very condition of
island life – the origins of a very ancient and very natural
form of cannibalism.49

The thesis that cannibalism was a natural means of population
control and resource management practiced by more
primitive societies became widely accepted towards the end of
the long eighteenth century.50 Thomas Malthus even incorpo-
rated an account of the origins of cannibalism into his theory
of population and listed it as one of the “natural and necessary
obstacles to population growth”. In his “Of the Checks to
Population in the Islands of the South Sea”, Malthus acknowl-
edges the vengeance theory for cannibalism in New Zealand,
but suggests that this motive must be exacerbated by hunger:

On the occasional failure of these scanty resources from
unfavourable seasons, it may be imagined that the distress
must be dreadful. At such periods it does not seem improbable
that the desire of a good meal should give additional force to
the desire of revenge, and that they should be “perpetually
destroying each other by violence, as the only alternative of
perishing by hunger”.51

Lestringant suggests that Diderot, Malthus and other
Enlightenment theorists subsumed the competing cultural
causes of cannibalism under the rubric of natural causes, by
arguing that religion, idolatry, and vengeance were just
cultural veneers for the ultimate human imperative,
survival.52 This idea is succinctly expressed by Voltaire, who
writes that “it was superstition that caused human victims to
be immolated; it was necessity that caused them to be eaten”.53

This naturalization of cannibalism seems to have had a
terminal effect on the cannibal discourse and debate: how
could one continue to argue over the causes of cannibalism
when all were ultimately just different means to the same end,
survival? The naturalization of cannibalism as an integral
stage in the evolution of human societies also contributed to
quashing the eighteenth century’s sceptical attitude to canni-
balism, for it suggested that all primitive societies were canni-
balistic, or had only recently ceased to be so. The need for
rigorous proof was superseded. The west was no longer tanta-
lised by man-eating, and was now free to gorge itself on
cannibals. The nineteenth century sated this craving with a
smorgasbord of factually dubious popular travelogues, such as
those critiqued by Obeyesekere, and even accounts set in
Australia where cannibals had never been seen before.54

Metaphors of tantalisation, however, are not only applicable to
a particularly eighteenth-century desire for empirical
evidence, but also intimate the elusive space that the cannibal
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has always occupied in the western imagination. On occasion,
the rational surface of the explorers’ disquisitions on anthro-
pophagy fractures, allowing pre-existing mythic narratives
about cannibalism and alterity to well up to the surface.

The term “cannibal” itself is an etymological corruption of the
name of an indigenous people, and its coinage is ascribed to
Columbus. The explorer landed in 1492 on an island inhabited
by the Arawaks, whose enemies were the Caribs, on the
adjacent island. The Arawaks told Columbus about their
fearsome neighbours, the Caribs, whose name was said to
mean fierce or bold in their own language, but which had
come to represent savage, terrible, and man-eating to the
Arawaks. Motohashi suggests that the reference to man-eating
represents a typical slur on one group of people by their rival
neighbours, and that Columbus probably realized this rather
than assuming that it held a literal meaning, for he did not
seem as interested in this aspect of the Carib culture as he is in
their fierceness.55 Another theory is that the name Carib was
misheard by Columbus as Canibe, a term etymologically
similar to canis, the Latin word for “dog”. This notion is also
thought to have confirmed to Columbus that he was in the
Orient, because Pliny the Elder had situated the dreaded
Cynocephali, a mythical race of man-eating dog-headed
people, in the east.56 So the term “cannibal” was derived from
the name of the Caribs, and imbued with a host of fantastic

discourses on the fierceness of savages and exotic alterity,
drawn from classical mythology and determined by imperial
agendas. Consequently, cannibalism is very different from the
etymologically derived and comparatively neutral term
anthropophagy.57 The eighteenth-century explorers’ claims to
rationality and objective empiricism are, therefore, inherently
destabilised by the overdetermined meanings of this term.

Returning to Columbus also allows us to examine the spatial
conceptions with which cannibal discourse is imbued, which
predestine the man-eater to occupy an elusive space, just out
of reach. Herodotus’ Androphagi illustrates a long-established
western mythopoeia, by which the man-eater constitutes the
most abject Other to the western self:

The Androphagi are the most savage of men, and have
no notion of either law or justice. They are herdsmen
without fixed dwellings; their dress is Scythian, their
language peculiar to themselves, and they are the only
people in this part of the world to eat human flesh.58

The Androphagi not only possess all the standard markers of
barbaroi alterity, but are also sequestered in a marginalized
space isolated by an impassable barrier, for they live beyond a
“great tract of uninhabited desert”.59 Columbus similarly
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isolates his cannibals by placing them on a confined island,
separated from the amenable Arawaks. Lestringant posits that
the island is the natural home of the cannibal for, as discussed
above, western theorists such as Diderot and Malthus contend
that cannibalism can only flourish in marginal environments
with natural constraints.60 It is not just the physical isolation
of the island that makes it a likely cannibal locale, but also its
intangible, elusive qualities. The island’s exterior, its beaches,
are visible, recognisable and immediately knowable. However,
beyond the limits of the beach, and the explorers’ view from
the ship, is the unseen interior, the threatening unknown.61 As
previously mentioned, prior to the eighteenth century the
South Pacific was largely unknown, with only the odd
coastline and island spotted by European ships. Early modern
maps, drawing on a medieval tradition, proclaimed the
unknown lands at their margins as dangerous, depicting
bizarre and monstrous beings.62 In response to Columbus’
encounter with the Caribs, sixteenth- century maps such as
Pierre Descaliers’ Java la Grande (1550) predicted the existence
of cannibals in the then unknown South Pacific, by embellish-
ing the margins of his map with illustrations of Cynocephali
butchering each other.63 Consequently, by the time the west
discovered and explored the South Pacific it had already
developed expectations of finding cannibals lurking in the
unknown interior.

This expectation frequently led these supposedly rational and
sceptical men of science to accept indigenous claims that the
cannibals they sought lived over the horizon, in a seemingly
perpetually receding space, always just beyond the frontier of
their exploration. The explorers continued believing in a
phenomenon that constantly eluded their grasp because the
very elusiveness of the cannibal replicated that most character-
istic spatial trope of the western man-eating myth, its localiza-
tion just past the borders of the known, as in Herodotus’
account of the Androphagi. Dumont D’Urville hoped to find
cannibals in the course of his exploration of inland New South
Wales, for this was a standard question in his ethnographic
interrogations. The closest he came was in 1826 when he
bought the testimony of an Aboriginal man for a shilling:

So I learned he was called Douel, and that he was chief
of the bellicose Meridon tribe that lives on the
Cowpasture plains; he commanded sixteen warriors, all
as strong as he was. The plains in his district, which are
far more fertile than Sydney, abound in kangaroos and
possums. His tribe does not eat human flesh, but the
mountain tribes have no scruples about it.64

Dumont D’Urville is immediately satisfied that his informant
is not a cannibal: in accordance with Malthusian theory, Douel
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is not environmentally predisposed to anthropophagy because
his land is fertile and abounds with game. However, he readily
accepts that the mountain tribes are cannibals because they
live on the periphery in an uncharted land, isolated from the
explorer and his indigenous informant by a hostile landscape.
Forster is similarly receptive to his indigenous interviewees’
testimony about their remote neighbours, for western tradi-
tions and myths condition him to believe that cannibals
inhabit a space just beyond the boundary of the known world:

The Taheiteans frequently enumerated to us isles inhab-
ited by men-eaters: for instance they said, that beyond
the Tabuamanoo is a high island called Manua, whose
inhabitants “have but very few canoes, are ferocious, have
wild and furious eyes and eat men.”65

A particularly intriguing and suggestive example of this
mythologized spatialization of cannibals is Forster’s descrip-
tion of his encounter with the Tannese. The Europeans had
established relatively amicable relations with the Tanna
islanders, finding them “lively, brisk and ready to do any
service that lies in their power”.66 For once the Tannese were
not immediately suspected of being cannibals, but when the
expedition negotiated access further inland, the spectre of
man-eating raised its ugly head:

The natives of Tanna gave us more than once to under-
stand, that if we penetrated far into the country against
their will, and without their permission, they would kill
us, cut our bodies up, and eat them: when we purposely
affected to misunderstand this last part of their story,
and interpreted it, as if they were going to give us some-
thing good to eat, they convinced us by signs which
could not be misinterpreted, that they would tear with
their teeth the flesh from our arms and legs.67

Rather than, as in Descaliers’ map, cannibals defining and
signifying unknown lands, it appears that unknown peripheral
spaces may produce the cannibal. In an extreme example of
the association of cannibalism with uncharted, isolated
peripheral spaces (in this case the dense jungle interior), the
explorers fear not that such places may merely contain
cannibals, but instead, that this mythologically loaded space
may actually transform a “lively, brisk” human into a cannibal.

The western horror of cannibalism stems from the notion that
this ultimately inhumane act is deeply human. The explorers
attempted to move beyond a conception of man-eating as a
symptom of innate savagery, and tried instead to verify its
existence with irrefutable legalistic evidence, and to theorise its
raison d’être. Yet in the course of trying to demythologise the
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practice, eighteenth-century explorers revived the myth,
presenting cannibalism as concomitant with isolation and
impoverishment, or as a crucial stage in the evolution of
human civilizations.
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‘That Most Strange Delusion’: Exotic Pregnancies and the Spirit of Revolution in Percy
Bysshe Shelley’s The Revolt of Islam 1

Gerard Goggin (University of Queensland)

between the male poet, who is writer and potent political
subject, and his feminine “other”. My approach to this prob-
lematic here is to consider Shelley’s rich and intriguing but
often overlooked desire to reimagine the relationship between
masculine and feminine, public and private. To open up this
line of enquiry I turn to an “exotic” and much neglected text,
Shelley’s 1818 poem The Revolt of Islam.

Composed between March and September 1817, Shelley’s The
Revolt of Islam is a rallying cry to intellectuals to renovate their
efforts in the service of reform. An excerpt of the poem was
published in Leigh Hunt’s Examiner on November 30 of that
year, under the title of Laon and Cythna. The poem was issued
as a book and by early December 1817, some of the buyers of
the poem had complained. The publisher wrote to Shelley
threatening to withdraw his imprimatur. The two aspects of
the poem which gave most offence were references to incest (in
this version, Cythna was Laon’s sister) and blasphemous
treatment of the Christian religion. The poem was suppressed
and most copies recovered. Shelley acquiesced and reluctantly
revised the text,4 and the poem was reissued as The Revolt of
Islam: a Poem in Twelve Cantos.5

Ch4.1

I

In the closing decades of the twentieth and the opening of the
twenty-first century, critics have paid close and detailed
attention to the sexual politics of Percy Bysshe Shelley and his
texts. The revival of Shelley’s reputation through the course of
the twentieth century had highlighted the rich philosophical
and poetical concepts and contours of his work.2 The uneasy
confluence of critical, political and social movements such as
post-structuralism, feminism, post-colonialism, and queer
theory, to name but a few, and the attendant rethinking of
large historical questions of power, subjectivity and sexuality
in Romanticism as elsewhere, created “new” figures of the
Shelleys, and made it possible to engage afresh with the chal-
lenging problematics of their work.3

In this essay I seek to investigate the problem of sexuality and
representation in Shelley’s work — its “sexual politics”, as the
easily recognizable shorthand would have it — and its connec-
tion to other questions of power in Romanticism, especially
the relationship between the public and private spheres. To
cast light upon this, I wish to focus on the relationship
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The Revolt of Islam discharges a long-standing ambition of
Shelley to publish a tale on the causes and effects of the French
Revolution.6 The poem tells a story about a revolution and the
two revolutionaries who lead it, Laon and Cythna. The story of
the revolution is told in cantos II—XII, and is accompanied by
a Preface, Dedication, and a first canto full of symbolic
overtones to set the scene of the narration. Laon and Cythna
grow up together, full of high hopes and brave aspirations.
They are each imprisoned separately by the tyrant who runs
their country. Cythna is forced into the tyrant’s harem, raped,
and imprisoned in a cave in the ocean, where she gives birth to
a child. Both Laon and Cythna eventually escape, and lead a
revolution on the Golden City. Laon spares the tyrant, who
repays this mercy by leading a bloody counter-revolution. The
couple go into hiding, and eventually re-emerge to be
immolated. This is not the end, however, as they are resur-
rected, reunited with Cythna’s child, the spirit of liberty,
bearing them to an ethereal temple.

The Revolt of Islam is manifestly a poem about questions of
power. For Shelley, these political questions are deeply imbri-
cated with matters of style. This has been noted by Jerrold
Hogle in his 1988 Shelley’s Process, a radical account of Shelley’s
shifting, evanescent style. Hogle reads Shelley’s work as char-
acterized by an assertion of a powerful “Spirit” within the
outward movement of words driven by a logic of transposi-

tion, which he calls “transference”.7 It is in The Revolt of Islam,
Hogle argues, that Shelley develops a critique of ideology and
its control of people at the most general level of the “transfer-
process” — whose conception of otherness is constitutive of
subjectivity. This involves confronting the paradox that

the most oppressive and hierarchical transfer of “selfhood”
outside the supposed “self” is basically — and amazingly —
the same as the one in the most loving and equal of inter-
change ... [the] foundations of tyrannical ideology lie in what
can happen to the movement of desire that also serves to
promote love, equality, and the projective fulfilment of dream-
wishes ... Laon and Cythna consequently ends with a victory
and a defeat for revolutionary transference.8

The paradox that the mechanisms of desire underlie both love
and tyranny in Shelley’s work are further explored in Gregory
Ulmer’s 1990 Shelleyan Eros.9 Ulmer develops a theory of how
Shelley’s psychology of desire — what he calls “Shelleyan eros”
— shapes the writer’s work as a “unitive poetics divided
against itself”.10 Rereading Shelley’s famous prose fragment
“On Love,”11 Ulmer provides a fresh perspective on Shelley’s
concept of the type and antitype, and thus a new angle on the
longstanding debate on skepticism in Shelley’s work.
According to Ulmer, Shelley’s poetics of love accommodate his
political commitments, and they also give him a philosophy of
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reading that “internalizes politics in the reading experiences
his poems encourage”.12 Thus Shelley’s texts are exemplified
by a complex process of transactions, of mirrorings, between
author and reader over who makes the text signify — a vertig-
inous specular relationship that both establishes the poet’s
authority, and calls it into question.

Both Ulmer’s and Hogle’s readings of sexuality and power in
The Revolt of Islam work against the breezy optimism of
Nathaniel Brown in his 1979 Sexuality and Feminism in Shelley.
Brown reads The Revolt of Islam as a pioneering work of
consciousness-raising, “with its primary object [being] the
revolutionizing of the female will”.13 He argues that Shelley’s
love psychology prefigures the feminist perspective on the
nineteenth century, and he applauds Shelley’s sympathetic
cross-gender identification as presaging the androgynous ideal
of the 1970s.

While recognising Brown’s own pioneering work on sexuality
and feminism in Shelley, I share Ulmer and Hogle’s critique of
the politics of androgyny, and the difficulties that Shelley faces
in articulating a pro-feminist position, and a new conception
of masculinity. Both Ulmer and Hogle take processes of
othering in the poem as central to its construction of
masculinity and femininity. In doing so, however, they tend to
rely on a generalised sense of otherness. While noting the

importance of their readings, I present a different perspective:
one that considers the othering process generative of sexuality
as implicated in historically specific scenes of reproduction
and transmission. It is true that Shelley’s poem is a fascinating
attempt to rethink masculinity and femininity in accordance
with an egalitarian ideal. The terms of this rethinking,
however, are indebted, in far-reaching but quite specific ways,
to the work of one of his two most radical precursors, Mary
Wollstonecraft.

There are some obvious “exotic” qualities to Shelley’s poem,
glaringly so in the eyes of contemporary reviewers: epic sweep,
high-blown language, obscure symbolism, allegorical register,
not to mention its radical politics.14 Foreign and faery locales
in The Revolt of Islam provide an “other” terrain for allegory
and critique of Europe’s imperial and national projects —
following the example of Jacobin Constantin Volney’s 1791 The
Ruins, or a Survey of the Revolutions of Empire — and provide
a ground for Shelley’s own intervention into the politics of
mythology in the Romantic period.15 Shelley’s poem draws
upon the imperial and orientalist discourses of the Romantic
period, the subject of growing critical attention.16 While
exotic and, in a critical sense, orientalist, I wish to argue that
the obvious, public revolutions and Eastern settings in this
poem, are also strangely familiar. To explain this idea, I
propose to look closely at a different face of the exotic in
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Shelley’s prolix and hyperexotic poem: the trope of “exotic
pregnancy”. Figuring pregnancy and the violence from which
it issues allows The Revolt of Islam to make strange what came
to be regarded later on as the domestic, private sphere.
Shelley’s poem is most unusual is its imagining of a woman,
Cythna, as a revolutionary — she survives and overthrows
tyranny as an equal of Laon. Yet in at a number of significant
points, Cythna is subtly, yet firmly, subordinate to Laon, the
preeminent revolutionary and poet. Woven through the
metaphoric texture of the mythic and oriental spaces figured
in The Revolt of Islam is Shelley’s powerfully disturbing
imagining of sexuality and subjectivity, confounding and
recasting private and public spheres, casting a different light
on the poem’s relationship to orientalism and empire.

As a calculated attempt to rekindle the spirit and programme
of radical writers of the 1790s, it comes as no surprise that
Wollstonecraft and Godwin should be two of the intellectuals
to whom Shelley pays homage in a poem such as The Revolt of
Islam, which resumes the grand allegorical style and concerns
announced in Queen Mab. Yet surprisingly in the dense thicket
of scholarship on the Wollstonecraft-Godwin-Shelleys group
of writers, the relationship between Wollstonecraft and Percy
Bysshe Shelley has rarely been explored in any detail. This is
surprising given that it is well known that Shelley steeped
himself in Wollstonecraft’s works, cherishing, as he did, an

image of Wollstonecraft greatly shaped by Godwin’s Memoirs
of Wollstonecraft. It is often remarked that Wollstonecraft’s
theoretical texts, such as Rights of Woman, find their way into
Shelley’s texts,17 but Wollstonecraft’s novels and Shelley’s
poetry also contain a number of intriguing parallels which
have remained essentially unexplored. In The Revolt of Islam, it
is Wrongs of Woman which has great but still unexplored
significance. There are a number of parallels between
Wollstonecraft’s Wrongs of Woman and Shelley’s The Revolt of
Islam, most striking in canto VII in which we are given
Cythna’s tale of her confinement in a watery cave. In The
Revolt of Islam, Cythna’s space of internment also becomes a
scene of writing and instruction, just as an asylum is for
Wollstonecraft’s Maria in Wrongs of Woman. The figure of
Wollstonecraft as represented in her fiction assumes great
significance for Shelley’s adoption of the filial position in his
romance, because her texts provide a working out of one of the
pivotal tropes of his poetical enunciation and nomination:
literary maternity.

II

The plot of Wollstonecraft’s Wrongs of Woman unfolds from a
scene of imprisonment — Maria has been kidnapped and
locked up in an asylum, from which she tries to escape. Passing
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away the time, writing a memoir for her absent daughter
occupies her time. In drawing a comparison between
Wollstonecraft’s fiction and Shelley’s The Revolt of Islam, I
wish to elaborate on the significance of this borrowing — a
central structural element of Shelley’s poem, as is evidenced in
a reading of Cythna’s rape, abduction, and confinement in a
underwater cave.

Cythna calls her story a “strange tale of strange endurance”
(2848). Seized by the tyrant’s minions, she tells how she was
taken by slaves across the sea to his palace, where she
languished in his seraglio. One day the tyrant heard Cythna
singing, and when he finally gazed upon her:

he bade her to his secret bower
Be borne, a loveless victim, and she tore
Her locks in agony, and her words of flame
And mightier looks availed not; then he bore
Again his load of slavery, and became
A king, a heartless beast, a pageant and a name. (2869—
74)

The tyrant’s brutal rape of Cythna leaves her “[s]truggling,
aghast and pale” (2883), and she becomes mad. This insanity,
however, confers power: “Her madness was a beam of light, a

power/Which dawned through the rent soul” (2884—85). This
capacity is, however, achieved at great cost: her soul is “rent,” a
euphemism for the wounding of the sexual assault. In
response, however, Cythna seeks to challenge fundamentally
the foundations of the system of sexual violence the tyrant
embodies and presides over. Cythna’s resistance and anger is
troped as madness, a mad power which makes her a grave
threat to tyranny: “words it gave,/Gestures, and looks, such as
in whirlwinds bore/Which might not be withstood — whence
none could save” (2885—87). Cythna’s words and example
have an authority, which stirs up others: “And sympathy made
each attendant slave/Fearless and free, and they began to
breathe/Deep curses, like the voice of flames far underneath”
(2890—92). Taken up collectively through the action of
sympathy,18 her “words of flame” (2871) foment rebellion.19

The slaves’ incipient uprising threatens the King’s body politic,
and he becomes ill. The tyrant moves to expel Cythna from his
kingdom, and she is taken away by two slaves. Cythna is rowed
in a boat across the seas, and she is conveyed to a cave, actually
located above the sea.

The critical orthodoxy has been to interpret Cythna’s rape,
abduction and imprisonment as a necessary parallel trial
which she must endure as Laon’s counterpart. In effect, such
critical responses have rendered invisible the violence Cythna
experiences.20 Such critics have also neglected to take up the
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difficult issues surrounding the representation of sexual
violence; and subtler and more vexed still, the violence of
representation.21 However, the emphasis on the joint
education of the two characters, their identity and mecha-
nisms of identification, exemplified in Haswell’s account,
overlooks significant differences between the respective
ordeals, and, ultimately, the subjectivities, of Laon and Cythna.
One of the main problems lies in what critics regard as the
nature of Cythna’s education. Haswell, for instance, speaks of
Cythna’s failure as a character. He finds the precipitating event
for her subsequent exploits to be similar in kind to Laon, yet so
radical “that it is not surprising that critics have never seen it
as a flaw of moral character”.22 This flaw is her “lack of intel-
lectual patience, a refusal to give herself as a prey to the evils of
the world”.23 More precisely, her shortcoming is that she does
not give herself willingly enough to be raped by Othman the
tyrant. Within the moral framework of the poem, Haswell
regards this as a reprehensible position to adopt, and presents
it as the key to understanding Cythna’s education, her comple-
mentary Bildungsroman to that of Laon. In Haswell’s terms,
Cythna’s education is only complete when she conquers her
egotism by sacrificing herself on the pyre to Othman.

Haswell’s reading has been criticised by several interpreters,
among them Donna Richardson.24 Yet, in essence, Richardson
adopts a similar view. Richardson sees the poem as Shelley’s

working out, after the failure of the French Revolution, the two
principles of selfhood in human experience. According to
Richardson, the poem shows that humans ethically polarise
self and whole in a struggle between “the dark idolatry of self,”
and the realisation that the self is bound up with others and
the universe. The story of Laon and Cythna shows how
difficult it is in a particular historical context to untangle the
two principles. Only Cythna understands this lesson and then
only at the end of the poem. One of the principal obstacles
Cythna faces is that her “original beliefs are a major source of
her madness and suffering”.25 Kucich is another critic who
shares Haswell’s presuppositions, providing a Spenserian basis
for Haswell’s supposition of Cythna’s fatal flaw, by drawing a
parallel with Florimell’s imprisonment and rescue in The
Faerie Queene.26 If Cythna is not passive enough for some
critics such as Haswell, it seems she is too pliant for others,
such as Ulmer. In an unfortunate echo of the accusations often
made of rape victims, Ulmer views the chief part of Cythna’s
education as her learning that she did not resist strongly
enough:

She wills her victimization out of a sense of moral
mission as truth’s “chosen minister” (1179), certainly, but
we can detect in it her indulgence of a stereotypically
feminine passivity, the masochistic obverse of Laon’s
sadism. If his resistance to Othman seems excessively
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ruthless, Cythna’s seems excessively pliant ... Cythna’s lib-
eration requires her to discard female passivity to save
herself and advance the emancipation of women.27

Ulmer’s case is weakened when it is considered that Cythna’s
“mightier looks” or “words of flame,” in the absence of other
forms of resistance, do not signify passivity. On the contrary,
when madness descends her words are distinctly subversive.

The dominant critical gaze has too often been firmly fixed on
moralizing about Cythna’s individualised response to the
sexual violence she suffers, rather than taking the violence she
endures as the starting point. A better response, I contend, is to
reconnect the representation of the individual psychological
and moral dimensions of subjectivity to the social and
political condition to which they are intimately related — to
be reminded of the constitution of subjectivity in this period,
and how people as subjects are interpellated (or “hailed”) by
structures of power, as theories of ideologies would suggest.28

From this starting point, one of the features of patriarchy that
Cythna’s story makes visible, is the way that an emerging split
between the public and private spheres shapes and constrains
options, including women writers in the Romantic period.
When a woman strays into the public sphere, or the public
sphere intrudes into the private, as the tyranny does when

Othman’s men seize her and Laon, a set of power relations,
underwritten by symbolic and literal violence, leaves its mark
on her body. Cythna’s tale calls such a master narrative into
question, writing back against a dominant ideology in which
sexual violence inescapably marks women’s entry into culture
and language.

A number of critics have offered readings of the split between
public-private in the poem, but these have not so far been
satisfactory. For Alicia Martinez, the public realm in The Revolt
is that of might, revolution and tyranny, whilst the private
represents that of “individual genius,” the aspirations of men
and women and their quest for individual redemption
through love.29 When the revolution fails, the narrative moves
back to the private realm. A more complex and historically
contextualised reading is given by Richard Cronin, who
regards the split between the domains of public and private,
politics and love, as a common topos of a number of long
poems of the 1790s by which Shelley was influenced.30 The
difference for Cronin is that whereas these poems, like
Wordsworth’s Excursion (1814), assume a clear split between
the public and private spheres, The Revolt of Islam represents
Shelley’s attempt to “cure this schism, to reunite private and
public life”.31
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Drawing on Carole Pateman’s account of the social contract,
the problems with setting down and assuming neatly comple-
mentary respective educations for Cythna and Laon become
clearer. By surviving violence and deprivation of her freedom,
Cythna is able to lead a revolt on the Golden City, overturning
the patriarchalism represented by Othman. In doing so, she is
able to join with Laon in inaugurating a new social order, or
contract, in which all may be free. The problem with this new
order, however, is that, despite Cythna’s apparently coeval role,
it is still essentially a fraternal social order, modelled on the
masculine body, and assumes a split between civil society and
the private sphere. The fraternal social order still relies on
violence, and its representation, to discipline its members,
especially women. These are precisely the difficulties that are
cunningly represented, and presaged, in the episode of
Cythna’s cave. Here Cythna, as embodied subject, is figured
both as support for and subversion of civil society — consti-
tuting a conundrum most confounding in the shape of her
literary maternity.

III

The importance of maternity and its representation in the
work of Shelley has been convincingly analysed by Barbara
Charlesworth Gelpi in Shelley’s Goddess.32 Gelpi focusses her

argument on a long reading of Prometheus Unbound, but does
not consider The Revolt of Islam in any detail. I would suggest,
however, that his use of the trope of femininity in The Revolt of
Islam shows Shelley’s indebtedness to Wollstonecraft’s Wrongs
of Woman.

One of the consequences of Cythna’s terrible rape is that she
becomes pregnant. She discovers that she is pregnant in the
cave. Whether her conception is real or imagined is difficult to
tell — it is unclear in the poem whether Cythna really does
have a baby. In the face of the ambiguity of this textual crux,
many readings of this episode do not treat it as a problem but
instead naturalise and take literally both the birth and child.
Against such readings, I wish to highlight that Cythna’s
pregnancy is indeed undecidable and illegible, possessed of a
dream-like or phantasmal status. The child is a kind of floating
sign, wafting across the poem in a similar fashion to the child
who issues from Jupiter’s and Thetis’s intercourse in Shelley’s
1819 poem Prometheus Unbound. Yet unlike Demogorgon,
what the child signifies in The Revolt of Islam is even more
difficult to grasp — it is even more “unbodied”. In my view,
this is a crucial datum of the poem. It allows an alternative
reading: the trope of the child so interpreted problematises
female subjectivity, allowing us to interpret Cythna’s time in
the cave as posing a challenge to traditional conceptions of
womanhood, rather than reaffirming them.

Ch4.8



SIGNATURES

The child’s birth is uncertain. If Cythna does give birth, the
child, once delivered, is swiftly abducted. When Cythna first
believes herself to be pregnant, it is experienced as another
access of madness:

Another frenzy came — there seemed a being
Within me — a strange load my heart did bear,
As if some living thing had made its lair
Even in the fountains of my life: — a long
And wondrous vision wrought from my despair,
Then grew, like sweet reality among
Dim visionary woes, an unreposing throng. (2967—73)

This vision is characterised by a curious reflexivity. The
reference to the “fountains of my life” suggests the case as a
representation of Cythna’s life, mind and body. The vision has
a compensatory character: “wrought” from despair, it is
subject to a double movement of gestation. The vision grows
and the child in the vision grows. Cythna dreams that she and
her child will be completely self sufficient — “we should soon
be all to one another,/I and my child” (2976) — and she
continues to wish, or even deem, that there is a child. She does
dream finally that there is a baby, who resembles Laon, or, at
least, a female version of Laon (elsewhere in the poem, Laon’s
counterpart passes under the name of Laone). Cythna and the

baby converse without speech; echoing Cythna’s early signs,
the baby makes a sound that is “so sweet it could not be/That
it was meaningless” (3012—13). Yet the imaginary relationship
between the mother and her baby girl is “meaningless” because
of its sweetness and the fact that she is an infant (in the sense
of the Latin “infans”, which describes a state prior to the acqui-
sition of language). The figuring of Cythna and her child
recalls the scene of maternal instruction in a number of
Wollstonecraft’s texts. Just as quickly as this utopia unfolds, so
the communion of “sister twins” (3021) is brought to an end
and the child flees. In its absence, the child is troped as a vision
or an illusion that appears, only to disappear once more.

It is unclear whether the child flees of her own accord, or is
abducted by the same diver who bore Cythna to her prison:

It seemed that in the dreary night, the diver
Who brought me thither, came again, and bore
My child away. I saw the waters quiver,
When he so swiftly sunk, as once before ... (3028—31)

Whatever the status of the child, the vision triggers Cythna’s
fall from the realm of maternal self-sufficiency, and sunders
the bliss of an unmediated relationship with her daughter,
precipitating the fall into the post-lapsarian realm of language
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and also of loss. The disappearance of the child symbolises the
loss that mother and child feel when they must be separated.
This is something that retroactively makes possible the realisa-
tion that their condition as separate individuals was always
one of fundamental separation. Cythna mourns her child, yet
also experiences sorrow for the recognition that to remain
blissfully united, remaining anchored in the pre-oedipal, pre-
linguistic realm of the Kristevan semiotic, was always an
impossible vision.

Once her imagined child disappears, Cythna “is no longer
mad” but wrestles instead with what might be termed melan-
cholia. What occurs next is most extraordinary: Cythna expe-
riences a hysterical pregnancy or miscarriage:

I was no longer mad, and yet methought
My breasts were swoln and changed: — in every vein
The blood stood still one moment, while that thought
Was passing — with a gush of sickening pain
It ebbed even to its withered springs again ... (3037—41)

On the physical level, Cythna still feels herself to be pregnant.
Then she experiences a “moment” of bodily and morphologi-
cal loss of her baby — resuming and repeating the loss she has
previously described, when it “seemed” the diver “bore” her

child away. The passing of this thought marks the end of
Cythna’s cherished illusion of the imaginary girl. Here we may
see Cythna’s narrative as a graphic representation of the loss of
the maternal object: the loss of the child marks a disruption of
what Mary Jacobus has called the maternal imaginary.33 The
paradox in the poem here is that the thought has a material
form in Cythna’s bodily symptoms. What remains, however, is
the ambivalence accompanying the pregnancy, expressed in
the phrase that implicates both body and mind: “— in every
vein/The blood stood still one moment, while that
thought/Was passing” (3038—40). One way of understanding
Cythna’s pregnancy as at once both sign and bodily symptom,
as an imagined body, is via Luce Irigaray’s concept of
“morphology”. Irigaray regards bodies as morphological
rather than anatomical, providing a way of understanding
bodies as both imaginary and material. This concept of the
morphological, imaginary body allows us to see that, while in
anatomical and physiological terms, Cythna may or may not
have conceived a child, morphologically she perceives that she
has.34

The passage discussed above is reminiscent of the dream-like
sequence at the close of Wrongs of Woman, in which Maria’s
child is figured as both present and absent. Cythna’s miscar-
riage could also be read as an abortion, a coerced miscarriage
that evokes abortion plots in Wollstonecraft’s Wrongs of
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Woman, but also in an earlier text well-known to both Shelley
and Wollstonecraft, namely Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s popular
novel, La Nouvelle Héloïse (1761). In the former novel, for
instance, Jemima tells Maria and Darnford how, raped by her
master, she fell pregnant, and out of despair sought a remedy
to “procure” an abortion. Jemima’s abortion is accompanied
by similar mental and bodily sensations of being caught in a
maelstrom as those marking Cythna’s maternal loss. Another
model for Cythna and the loss of her child is, of course, Mary
Shelley, who gave birth prematurely to a girl on February 22
1815, and wrote about her tragic loss in her diary.35

The character of Cythna is also reminiscent of Joanna
Southcott (1750—1814).36 Southcott was a Devonshire uphol-
sterer and domestic servant, “who in 1792 had her housework
interrupted by some mysterious Voices informing her that she
was the new Saviour”.37 She left Devon for London in 1802 to
proselytise, and steadily attracted followers — up to 100,000 in
the London area alone by her death in 1814.38 No revolution-
ary messiah, the religious leader styled herself the Bride of
Christ, and drew a strong following of female adherents in
particular. In 1813, after having published sixty or so volumes
of divine communications, Southcott was “told by the Voices
that the Bride was soon to give birth to Shiloh, the New
Messiah,”39 serving as the intimate agent of his second
coming. Seeking divine motherhood through virgin birth,

Southcott displayed, it appears, all the symptoms of a hysteri-
cal pregnancy, something attested to by her own copious
writings, and also by a doctor who examined her.40 This
phantom event was the cause of her own death. Shelley was
linked to Southcott by Lord Byron, who satirised Shelley’s own
Christological pretensions by alluding to this.41 The figure of
Southcott provides a contemporary take on the traditional
Christian myths associated with the figures of the Virgin Mary
and Christ, a dense web of reference which also permeates The
Revolt of Islam.

These possible historical and textual intertexts for Cythna
suggest the importance of the problematic of maternity for
understanding the gendering of subjectivity. Analysing The
Revolt of Islam in such contexts shows how the poem is
engaged in an interrogation of the cultural construction of
reproduction, and the coercive and violent circumstances in
which it systematically is placed — and the possibilities of and
constraints upon transforming patriarchy. Like Maria’s
imprisonment in the madhouse in Wollstonecraft’s Wrongs of
Woman, Cythna’s confinement in the Platonic cave42 allows
her to make intellectual sense of her personal and social
situation, and to develop as an intellectual, revolutionary, and
writer. Similarly to the abduction of Maria’s child, the
snatching away of Cythna’s baby operates as a political deus ex
machina. In The Revolt of Islam, Cythna participates in the
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revolution, and is not reunited with her child until she is
burned at the pyre.

The loss of the child is a pivotal development in the poem. It is
from this point in the poem that Cythna regains her reason, as
if a cure had been effected. Her epistemic break with the
strange delusion allows her reason to be restored, but she still
battles with the power of “that dream” — the strength of the
vision as fiction and image, the grip upon her, perhaps, of the
maternal imaginary:

So now my reason was restored to me
I struggled with that dream, which, like a beast
Most fierce and beauteous, in my memory
Had made its lair, and on my heart did feast … (3046—
49)

Cythna’s recollection of the episode is now itself akin to an
unborn child. It is the beast that makes its lair in her memory;
a suggestion perhaps of aggressive impulses that the mother
might bear towards the child: a resentment of the way it lives
inside, and off her body, feasting “on my heart”. Cythna’s
melancholia finally lifts with the appearance of a Nautilus (a
creature associated with Percy Bysshe Shelley).43 This scene
gives Cythna back her strength, allowing her to resume her

“ancient powers” (3075) and her sense of mission: “‘My spirit
felt again like one of those/Like thine, whose fate it is to make
the woes/Of humankind their prey...’”(3076—78). The three
participants in this scene, father-eagle, mother-Cythna and
child-nautilus, play out a family romance, which ushers
Cythna back into historical time, preparing the way for her
reinsertion into the revolutionary narrative from which she
was plucked by the tyrant.

IV

I have contended so far that the representation of literary
maternity in The Revolt of Islam draws upon the work of Mary
Wollstonecraft; and that we may observe Shelley as being
engaged in a complex problematisation of masculine and
feminine subjectivity, and a reconceptualisation of the rela-
tionship between public and private spheres. The illusionary
character of the trope of the child I take to be a key signifier
within this problematic. What are we to make, then, of the fact
that the child reappears in various guises elsewhere in Shelley’s
poem? The answer to this question lies in a different sort of
pregnancy: the biologically impossible, yet culturally
dominant trope of male autogenesis — the literary conceit of
male pregnancy which first appears in the Dedication to the
poem.
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When Laon recovers from his long illness towards the end of
canto IV he travels to lead the multitudes massing at the
golden city. Once the regime is overthrown, he finds his way to
the tyrant’s palace. Of the tyrant’s fawning subjects only one
remains: a child who dances in consolation before him, who is
linked with the child Cythna has lost. The child’s smile fleet-
ingly reminds Laon of Cythna, moving him to show her a
father’s tenderness with a kiss. Laon’s kiss may be understood
as a wish-fulfilment for replacing the child’s violent progeni-
tor. To be sure, Laon kisses the child because she reminds him
of Cythna, but his affectionate gesture also gently but firmly
asserts a paternal claim. In this passage, the tyrant is not
explicitly presented as the child’s father, vacating the field for
Laon to be able to establish a paternal relationship with her. In
canto VII, we are given the filmy circumstances of the child’s
birth, but after this the child does not reappear in the poem
until the final canto, when she sits in the tyrant’s “gem-
wrought chariot” (4463), at the scene of Cythna and Laon’s
execution. The audience are in eager anticipation of Laon’s
death, with the exception of the child:

…who…
Stood up before the King, without avail,
Pleading for Laon’s life ... (4498—4503)

Cythna joins Laon on the pyre, and both are burned together.
In his final apocalytic moment, Laon is transfixed by a freeze-
frame of the child sinking to the ground:

… I saw, as in a swound,
The tyrant’s child fall without life or motion
Before his throne, subdued by some unseen emotion.
(4585—93)

This vision of the child flying and dying is deathly but not
altogether so, because a life beyond death becomes distin-
guishable. Laon wakes to find himself at Cythna’s side in
paradise, as a faery boat appears steered by the child. Although
the child is more ethereal than flesh-and-bone, Cythna
declares to Laon that she is her own:

Ay, this is Paradise
And not a dream, and we are all united!
Lo, that is mine own child, who in the guise
Of madness came, like day to one benighted
In lonesome woods: my heart is now too well requited!
(4643—47)
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Cythna’s formulation here does not provide a clarification for
those critics concerned about the ontological status of the
child in canto VII. She remains the child “who in the guise/Of
madness came” (4645—46), a revelation as much ideational as
physiological.

The poetic argument here may be summarized as follows: in
order for the child to play its role as agent of salvation, and
future revolutions, she must be re-birthed and re-fathered in
the poem. Her biological parentage needs to be re-engineered
so that she becomes Laon’s true child, not the tainted
miscegeny of tyranny’s incursion into liberty. Laon’s kiss is the
agency of this retroactive operation. In Laon’s words, the
child’s imagining of her chosen parents mimics the act of their
procreative coupling (being entwined). The entwining gently
replaces the tyrant’s rape, but it is set into motion through the
desire symbolised by Laon’s kiss, and activated through the
body of the child. Thus Cythna’s embodied pregnancy in canto
VII is essential to the conception of the child, presented
through the felt changes of her imaginary body. Tellingly, it is
also put aside for the ideational force of Laon’s fashioning of a
lineage — an act which takes on the quality of moral restitu-
tion.44 That Cythna can will the child to be Laon’s is repre-
sented as a powerful act of volition. It shows her to be beyond
the tyrant’s control, by virtue of her ability to draw on the
power of collective revolutionary desire. Yet Cythna is not

presented in the poem as the prime volitional agent. Rather, it
is Laon who intensely wishes a closer relationship with the
child and all it represents, and ultimately is vested with the
power to make this happen.

This is an appropriate place to bring into dialogue Shelley’s
poetical text and his biographical one. In 1817, Shelley himself
had reason to be preoccupied with paternity, and with the loss
of children. Shelley stood to lose custody of his children in a
Chancery case presided over by Lord Chancellor Eldon.45 At
issue were his morals and politics. Shelley chose to be
unapologetic and outspoken about his own principles in the
courtroom, but this strategy was unsuccessful in the face of a
hostile judiciary. On 17 March 1817 Lord Eldon ruled against
him, imposing a very unfavourable settlement. This very real
loss of his child also recalls a fantasy one. Shelley suffered
bouts of severe illness, coinciding with the times when Mary
Shelley was pregnant or had a newly-born infant. One might
speculate that the periodic spasms with which Shelley was
riven, represent a fantasized birth on Shelley’s part, or at least
signs of a paternal clamouring. It is not coincidental perhaps
that there was a spectacular occurrence of the spasms in 1817,
the very year in which Mary Shelley was pregnant once more,
and Percy Bysshe was preoccupied with the Chancery case. In
any case, Shelley’s response to Eldon’s juridical abduction of
his children was to work through any such symptoms in a
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characteristically literary way. He composed a curse, a poem
entitled “To the [Lord Chancellor]”, a warm up for his
splendid and definitive malediction in “England in 1819”.46

Shelley’s poem portrays Eldon, the Lord Chancellor, as a
tyrant, who possesses the souls of the children.

I would note that the child in The Revolt of Islam is the Tyrant’s
in biological terms, but Laon’s in spiritual terms, the reverse of
the relationship which the father’s cry suggests in “To the
[Lord Chancellor]”. This leads me to suggest that in The Revolt
of Islam, Shelley’s melancholia is figured as Cythna’s, but his
paternal loss is troped in a jubilatory, rather than funereal way.
Here the assertion of Laon’s paternity is allowed to move
beyond the tyrant’s arrogation of fatherhood. In such a
fashion, Laon’s authority, literary and political, is continually
reasserted in The Revolt of Islam. Doubtless this authority is
constituted in the poem through a complex set of relays and
transfers with Cythna, as she provides crucial support for his
word and for his leadership. Nonetheless, Laon’s power is also
vested in his paternity; he makes freedom possible, and, if the
child is the symbol of future liberty and hope for reform, the
child must be his. Laon, therefore, must be figured as the
child’s father; an adoption which reworks the biological facts
of her parentage. In this manner, Laon comes close to realising
an enduring dream of Western culture, male autogenesis: the
desire for the male of the species to give birth. Importantly

also, Laon’s dalliance with the myth of male pregnancy
coincides with the use of another myth: the celebration of the
male poet’s fecundity in the poem’s Dedication.

V

In The Revolt of Islam, Shelley borrows from Wollstonecraft’s
Wrongs of Woman, staging this text’s fictions of feminine
desire, weaving these together with biographical and historical
intertexts about revolutionary subjects, masculinity and femi-
ninity, maternity and paternity. Like Wrongs of Woman,
Shelley’s The Revolt of Islam aims to be a thoroughgoing
denunciation of tyranny, and travels a considerable distance in
this direction. We recall that in Wollstonecraft’s novel, Maria’s
defining experience of tyranny is the domestic tyranny she
endures at the hands of her father and then her own husband.
In The Revolt of Islam, we also encounter a system of violence
against women in the representation of rape, the violent
infringement of Cythna’s mental and physical integrity.
Cythna’s assailant is an Eastern despot, representing a
principle of power that is cruel and distant, a stranger who
assaults her. There is a sense in Shelley’s poem in which the
anti-social, violent impulses of male tyranny are projected
onto a cultural other, even the kind of proto-colonial who
threatens English womanhood. The despot is repeatedly called
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“Tyrant”, and he is the evil King that forces slavery upon all. Of
course, the figure of the despotic Turk is a convention for alle-
gorising national tyranny. As Othman is “A king, a heartless
beast, a pageant and a name” (2874), he may represent tyranny
everywhere, imperial, monarchical and parliamentary,
including Regency England. Othman also represents tyranny
of men over women, that clearly refers also to the domestic
context of the English household. Shelley’s mode of represen-
tation is clearly different, however, from Wollstonecraft’s
realist and novelistic imagining of the private sphere in Wrongs
of Woman.47

Sexual violence is a theme of a number of Shelley’s texts,
including his play The Cenci48 and his celebrated long poem
Prometheus Unbound. In Prometheus Unbound, Thetis is raped
and becomes pregnant. Yet her fate is quite different to
Cythna’s. Cythna’s narrative spans almost a quarter of the
poem, and she is enlisted on the side of might exercised wisely,
as Laon’s companion, rather than being subsumed into the
tyrant’s orbit as his consort. Yet like Thetis, Cythna’s child is
also removed from her mother and the scene of violence in
which she was conceived. Like Demogorgon, Cythna’s child
also “unbodied ... floats”. However, the child is suspended, not
between two parents, the tyrant-violator and the mother-
violated, but rather among three: Othman, Cythna and Laon.
In The Revolt of Islam, the father of the child is in effect split

into two persons: an evil violent king and a kindly friend of
freedom.

Accordingly, I would suggest that The Revolt of Islam brims
with optimism that such love and its reconstructed institu-
tions, such as marriage, are not fissured through by violence
and tyranny. The argument of the poem emphasizes the
capacity of Cythna and Laon to survive oppression, violation
and trauma — highlighting their power to resist and
overcome structures of violent power to create a utopian
society. The impossibility to suppress the revolutionary
couple, and thus the hope for deep transformative social
change, can be read out of the fact that they come to life again
after execution. Yet there are limits to The Revolt of Islam’s
revolutionary vision of throwing off of the shackles of
political, sexual, and gender oppression. The analysis of
tyranny lacks precision so far as it fails to recognise and
explore the ways in which that oppression extends to the
private sphere, in ways in which control of men over women in
families underwrites the exercise of power in civil society. The
dominant institution of the private sphere (that also structures
civil society) in this epoch is marriage, the power of which
shakily remains intact to this day. While marriage is tacitly
critiqued from the premises of earlier Godwinian philosophy
in The Revolt of Islam, it is not shown to be the site of the
egregious domestic tyranny that dogs Maria at every turn in
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Wrongs of Woman. The multiple endings to Wollstonecraft’s
novel may be read as an indeterminacy about which textual
strategies may be powerful enough to trope tyranny, what
Andrew McCann has theorized as “an open-ended series of
possibilities that portends the dissolution of domesticity as it
had hitherto been imagined, and its reconstruction as a coun-
terhegemonic interactive space”.49 For its part, The Revolt of
Islam, then, may be read as a sequel to, and re-writing of,
Wrongs of Woman, a new vision of a feminist counter-public
sphere; but also, one premised on narrative closure and
political reassurance in the place of the multiple endings and
indeterminacies of Wollstonecraft’s novel. Shelley promises to
inaugurate a new kind of social and narrative contract. But the
terms upon which this contract is premised ultimately undo
his intertextual brio. The exotic in The Revolt of Islam
combines Shelley’s attempt to seize political and literary
authority with his very own family romance about
Wollstonecraft and Godwin. As much as it is a radical gesture,
Shelley’s exotic conception here amounts to a complex
positing of his poetic and political reputation. In The Revolt of
Islam, exotic pregnancies are fascinating yet frustrating aporia,
despite their figural potential for engendering frighteningly
real revolutions.
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1 An earlier version of this article was presented to the
“The Exotic During the Long Eighteenth Century:
1660—1830”, XIth David Nichol Smith seminar, National
Library, Canberra, Australia, 26—28 March 2001. My
thanks to participants for their helpful remarks,
especially Judith Barbour and Lisa O’Connell.

2 See: The New Shelley: Later Twentieth-Century Views
(Basingstoke and London: Macmillan, 1991), ed. Kim G.
Blank.
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David L. Clark and Donald C. Goellnicht (Toronto:
University of Toronto Press, 1994); Evaluating Shelley, ed.
Timothy Clark and Jerrold E. Hogle (Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press for the University of
Durham, 1996); Shelley: Poet and Legislator of the World,
ed. Betty T. Bennett and Stuart Curran (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1996); An Oxford Companion
to the Romantic Age: British Culture 1776—1832, gen. ed.
Iain McCalman (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999).

4 There is a dispute on whether Percy Bysshe Shelley
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to do so in a spirit of Realpolitik. Donovan argues that
Shelley’s revisions in December 1817 are “no more than
the work of the occasion, aiming simply to remove
dangerous matter with a proportionate minimum of
concern for poetic art”; see John Donovan, “Incest in
Laon and Cythna: Nature, Custom, Desire,” Keats-Shelley
Journal 2 (1987), p. 56.
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two versions, as is apparent from the contemporary
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between the two versions is possible, and the customary
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alternate readings in the notes attests to a consensus that
neither is complete without the other” (Donovan,“Incest
in Laon and Cythna,” p. 56). The most influential
twentieth-century edition has been Thomas
Hutchinson’s much reprinted 1904 Oxford Standard
Authors edition, Shelley’s Poetical Works. Hutchinson
relies substantially on Mary Shelley’s 1839 edition,
reprinting her Notes alongside the poems, and titling the
poem: The Revolt of Islam. A Poem in Twelve Cantos. In
the absence of a more reliable text, I use Shelley’s Poetical
Works, ed. Thomas Hutchinson (1904; new edition,
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corrected by G.M. Matthews; London: Oxford University
Press, 1970).
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cause of the failure of the French Revolution, and the
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of the human mind will of course have a place in its
fabric. I design to exclude the sexual passion & think the
keenest satire on its intemperance will be complete
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January 1812, The Letters of Percy Bysshe Shelley, ed.
Frederick L. Jones [Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1964] vo. 1, p. 218). Now lost, Shelley intended to publish
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7 Shelley’s Process: Radical Transference and the
Development of His Major Works (New York and Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1988). Harold Bloom’s term
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14 For one example, see John Taylor Coleridge, Review of
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Revolt of Islam, Examiner 1st March 1818, pp. 140—41). For
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Carlos Baker speculates that “Cythna in The Revolt of
Islam may be to some extent an idealization of one of
Shelley’s real-life heroines” (Shelley’s Major Poetry: The
Fabric of a Vision, [London: Oxford University Press,
1948], p. 278). In a discussion of Shelley’s The Triumph of
Life, Timothy Clark quotes the passage in Wrongs of
Woman, where Rousseau is referred to as “the true
Prometheus of sentiment” (Embodying Revolution: The
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Romantic Poetry,” Studies in English Literature 25 (1985),
pp. 737—754.

19 The tyrant believes that Cythna is the leader of the
insurgents, and for this reason must be removed. The
possibility that the slaves now “fearless and free” might
be able to lead their own uprising is passed over. This is
an option that the narrative rules out later on also, when
the necessity of a powerful poet-leader, whether a Laon
or Cythna, is confirmed.

20 Most notably by Richard H. Haswell, “Shelley’s The
Revolt of Islam: ‘The Connexion of Its Parts,’” Keats-
Shelley Journal 25 (1976), pp. 81—102. Haswell finds the
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21 See Rape and Representation, ed. Lynn A. Higgins and
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Essays, trans. Ben Brewster (London: New Left Books,
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(New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1981), Richard Cronin calls
Gebir and Joan of Arc examples of “epic journalism,
poems of epic pretension that do not seek to embody an
age so much as to engage a particular contemporary
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little dead baby … whenever I am left alone to my own
thoughts & do not read to divert them they always come
back to the same point — that I was a mother & am so no
longer.” Then on 19 March, she recorded a dream:
“Dream that my little baby came to life again — that it
had only been cold & that we rubbed it by the fire & it
lived — I al awake & find no baby — I think about the
little thing all day — not in good spirits.” Percy Bysshe, of
course, also contributed to Mary’s journal, as he did on 15
March, and would have been well aware of Mary’s
mourning and dreaming.

36 In Romantic Androgyny: The Women Within (University
Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1990), Diane
Long Hoeveler has noted that Cythna is a female saviour,
“a feminist chiliastic redeemer in the mould of Shelley’s
contemporaries — Mother Ann Lee, Mary Evans, Luckie
Buchan, Sarah Flaxmer, and (most notoriously) Joanna
Southcott” (p. 100).

37 Barbara Taylor, Eve and the New Jerusalem: Socialism and
Feminism in the Nineteenth Century (London: Virago,
1983) p. 162. See also: G. R. Balleine, Past Finding Out: The
Tragic Story of Joanna Southcott and Her Successors

(London: SPCK, 1956); and J.F.C. Harrison, The Second
Coming: Popular Millenarianism 1750—1850 (London
and Henley: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1979).

38 As Barbara Taylor has noted in Eve and the New
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companion Ann Underwood” (p. 162).

39 Taylor, Eve and the New Jerusalem, p. 165.

40 Relevant accounts by Southcott herself include: The Life
of Joanna Southcott, the Prophetess: Containing an
Impartial Account of Her Wonderful ... Writings, Her
Miraculous Conception ... (London, 1814); Prophecies
announcing the birth of the Prince of Peace, extracted from
the works of Joanna Southcott, to which are added a few
remarks thereon, made by herself (London: W. Marchant,
1814). A report of the doctor’s examination is contained
in a publication by a twentieth-century follower: Alice
Seymour, The Express. No. 1. As foretold one hundred years
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year of the Century; and containing the Life and Divine
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Writings of the late Joanna Southcott (London: Simpkin,
Marshall, Hamilton, Kent & Co., 1909).

41 In a letter to R. B. Hoppner, Byron refers to Bysshe as
“Shiloe” (John Murray, Lord Byron’s Correspondence, 2:
180—82; cited in Newman Ivey White, Shelley [New York:
Alfred A. Knopf, 1940] vol. 2, p. 306).
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immersion in Plato’s thought. One of the earliest critics
to elaborate a study of Shelley’s relationship to Plato was
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group of Shelley critics. See his The Platonism of Shelley:
A Study in Platonism and the Poetic Mind (Durham,
North Carolina: Duke University Press, 1949).

43 Nautilus was one of Shelley’s nicknames for himself. A
nautilus is a marine creature whose shell both is
detached but yet is part of it. In a letter to Claire
Clairmont, we find that Shelley uses the word in a
nautical context: “I have bought a boat ... Henry Reveley
has got her now at Leghorn to paint and refit; & she will
be a very nice shell, for the Nautilus, your friend — who

has enough to do in taming his own will, without the
additional burthen of regulating that of a horse, & still
worse, of a groom” ( 29 April 1821, Letters, vol. 2, p. 288).
Neville Rogers has pointed to the connection between
Cythna’s Nautilus and Shelley’s nickname (The Complete
Poetical Works of Percy Bysshe Shelley, ed. Neville Rogers
[Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975], vol. 2, p. 390). His
friends Thomas Jefferson Hogg and Thomas Love
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way into Shelley’s poetry — and tellingly in the light of
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Kohler, “Shelley in Chancery: The Reimagination of the
Paternalist State in The Cenci,” Studies in Romanticism 37
(1998), pp. 545—89.
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46 Its similarity may be seen in the trope of the crocodile
tears: “And — (for thou canst outweep the crocodile) —
/By thy false tears” (47—48). As my text, I use the version
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On the Identity Politics of the 1929 Exhibition of Primitive Art in Melbourne 1

Sylvia Kleinert (The Australian National University)

by Australia’s first major exhibition of ‘primitive art’ but also
the radical shifts taking place in Australian social values in the
first decades of the twentieth century as Aboriginal art was
symbolically incorporated within newly imagined narratives
of national identity.

The exhibition was indeed a watershed. Only a decade previ-
ously the first major exhibition of ‘primitive art’ was organised
by Paul Guillaume at Galerie Devambez in Paris in 1919 with
work from Africa, Polynesia, Melanesia and North America
but without representation from Australian Aborigines who
were described as ‘totally ignorant of art.’8 As Howard Morphy
has pointed out, such an initiative went some way toward
redressing ‘the early European history of Aboriginal art [as] a
history of invisibility and denial’, and it signals the radical shift
that would take place in the post war years as Aboriginal art
gained national and international acclaim.9 In histories of
Aboriginal art the assumption is usually made that it was not
until the 1940s that Australian Aboriginal art was recognised as
art.10 But the evidence from the 1929 exhibition indicates
otherwise. In colonial settings, context is crucial. Although the
exhibition was organized by the National Museum of Victoria,
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In July 1929 when the exhibition of Primitive Art opened at the
National Museum of Victoria, the Age newspaper hailed the
‘unique display of ...primitive decorative art... [as] the first of
its kind in Australia.’2 Dr Argyle, the Chief Secretary, who
opened the exhibition, suggested it was time to address the
‘serious misapprehension’, which had until then regarded ‘the
Australian Aborigines’ in evolutionist terms.3 The anthropol-
ogist A. P. Elkin explained to the public that the attraction of
Aboriginal art lay in the opportunity to ‘explore the psychic
and physical conditions ...[of] primitive man’4 while Charles
Barrett, the eminent writer and naturalist, argued for the
continuity of Aboriginal art ‘from the red hands on cave walls
to the painted shields of Queensland.’5 During the exhibition
artist Frances Derham spoke about the interest of Aboriginal
art to the modern designer whilst another commentator
favourably compared the bark paintings of the Alligator River
in Arnhem Land with the work of European ‘cubists and
impressionists’.6 In conjunction with the exhibition, the
Museum published 600 copies of a new booklet on Australian
Aboriginal Art. Such was the public interest in the exhibition
that ‘Thousands of people of all ages’ visited.7 These various
responses reflect not just the excitement and interest generated
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it was installed in no less a space than the venerable Print
Rooms of the National Gallery of Victorialthen housed with
the Museum and the Public Library in a single complex at
Swanston Street, Melbourne. The enthusiasm of Gladys Hain,
writing for the Hobart Mail, testifies to the extraordinary
transformation that had taken place:

Whether by accident or design the Aborigin[al]
Exhibition is so arranged that it recalls any other exhibi-
tion of Art rather than the solid realities of bush life.
Instead of being set up in the Museum where native
bears, fossils, canoes, and realistic black men cast a lin-
gering shadow on the narrow paths one must tread to
view them, this exhibition hides away in the Print Rooms
of the Gallery.…A catalogue put into one’s hands by a
noiseless attendant completes one’s bewilderment. Here
is the usual preliminary to an art exhibition.11

Hain’s response confirms that in the 1929 exhibition of
‘Primitive Art’ there was glimpsed for the first time a vital and
vigorous Aboriginal creativity. In some quarters of Australian
society at least, Aboriginal art and culture had become part of
the modern world.

If the 1929 exhibition of Primitive Art was so important, why
has it been relegated to relative obscurity in the literature on
Aboriginal art? From a contemporary perspective the exhibi-
tion can easily be dismissed: the fact that it consisted of an
eclectic mix of private and institutional collections lwithout
the imprimatur of a professional curatorlrelegates the exhibi-
tion to the realm of historical curiosity. But as Hooper-
Greenhill points out, the error lies in reading the history of
museums retrospectively, ‘taking existing relationships in
museums and placing them as far back as possible and then
identifying a forward linear development.’12 By contrast with
these ‘grand narratives’ the revisionist histories provided by
Bennett, Griffiths, Angel and others reveals a far more complex
history of the modern museum in Australia, one in which
divergent interests, different exhibition practices and histories
of collection emerge.13 These insights point to the need for
histories of representation to be situated within the wider
social relations of art that take into account the specific
circumstances in which exhibitions occur and the historical
context of marketing and cultural production.

What were the particular historical circumstances and coinci-
dence of interests underpinning the 1929 exhibition? And what
are the gaps, omissions and misunderstandings that occur
between the implicit rhetoric of advocacy, and the reality of
racial ideologies in a settler colonial society? While the
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rhetoric associated with the exhibition reflects the newly
imagined agendas that sought to incorporate Aboriginal art as
part of wider narratives of national identity, we must
remember that these relationships are always ambiguous. Such
were the politics of cultural identity in settler colonial societies
that, alongside the desire to stage Australian narratives of the
nation state, there were attempts to erase an Aboriginal
presence from the Australian psyche. Writing in 1968, the
anthropologist W. E. H. Stanner referred to ‘the Great
Australian Silence’ that denied the history of frontier violence
and the dispossession that accompanied colonization.14

Historical tensions therefore underpinned the exhibition. As
Ian McLean argues, ‘the irony is that a colony which had
brought its Aboriginal population to the brink of extinction
now began to lionise Aboriginal culture as an emblem of
nationhood.’ Writing ‘against the grain’ of these silences, the
incorporation of Aboriginal art into the gallery context can be
seen as a radical postcolonial intervention with the potential to
undercut existing values.15 What we have yet to witness is just
how various discourses of Aboriginality were articulated
through the institutional conventions of the museum.
Furthermore, how did the structure of the exhibition and the
narratives generated create patterns of presence and absence
such that particular groups were accorded privileged status
whilst others were relegated to obscurity in the creation of
seamless histories of colonial progress?

The Politics of Representation

At the most fundamental level, the exhibition brings to the
surface the complex and conflicted politics of representation
at work in settler colonial societies. Through the writings of
Edward Said, and others, we have come to understand how
relationships between race, colonization and representation
are articulated through positive and negative discourses of
otherness. In settler colonial societies like Australia, New
Zealand and Canada colonizers and colonized coexist in
unequal power relations. But whereas previously these rela-
tionships were viewed starkly in terms of colonial domination,
today they are understood in more complex ways. Aborigines
are never simply the hapless victims of colonial stereotypes.
There is ample evidence to suggest that Aboriginal people have
always engaged in acts of resistance, be they political,
economic or cultural. And through their involvement in art,
Aboriginal people further demonstrate their historical agency
using art as a means of engaging in dialogue with a settler
colonial society, to protest against their colonial situation and
to persuade colonizers of the importance of Indigenous
values.

In reality appreciation for Aboriginal art lagged well behind
Europe where, by the turn of the century, ethnographic collec-
tions of Indigenous art from Africa and the Pacific generated
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widespread admiration from leading modernists.16 If the 1929
exhibition was a watershed, it was also something of an
anomaly. As Philip Jones points out in his exemplary history of
Aboriginal art, almost forty years had elapsed since the first
exhibition of Aboriginal drawings, The Dawn of Art, staged as
part of the Northern Territory Courts at the Centennial
International Exhibition in Melbourne in 1888.17 The 1929
exhibition was, moreover, a relatively isolated event.
Institutional interest in Aboriginal art did not re-emerge until
the 1940s with several major exhibitions: Australian Aboriginal
Art and its Application organized by the Australian Museum,
Sydney, advocating white appropriation of Aboriginal art; the
Art of Australia 1788—1941 which travelled to the United States
of America and Canada and the 1943 Primitive Art Exhibition
at the National Gallery of Victoria where individual artists
were identified and displayed alongside work from New
Guinea, Africa, Melanesia, Polynesia, North and South
America, Asia and western Iran.18 However it is important to
recognize that many other avenues existed for the marketing
and display of Aboriginal art outside the frame imposed by
cultural and collecting institutions. The growing interest in
Aboriginal art and culture involved a wide cross-section of
Australian society: naturalists, anthropologists, missionaries,
artists and dealers whose interests complemented, and in some
instances competed with, the increasingly specialized
knowledge of professionals within institutions.

These gaps and delays in the collection of Aboriginal art are
usually attributed to an evolutionary understanding of the
development of human cultures. Evolutionism admired
Aboriginal culture as a primitive prototype of human
existence, but implicit in the belief that Aborigines were one of
the most primitive of races was the assumption of mental infe-
riority: in the nineteenth century, recognition for an
Aboriginal artistic heritage was withheld and evidence
dismissed or reattributed to other cultures.19 The objective
ethnographies produced by Baldwin Spencer (Honorary
Director of the Museum 1899—1928), in partnership with F. J.
Gillen, laid the basis for an understanding of Aboriginal
religion, ceremonial life and social structure. And Spencer was
amongst the first to recognise the creativity of Aboriginal art,
amassing the first major collection of bark paintings from
Oenpelli and the Alligator River for the Museum.20 But there
were anomalies. With the publication of his Guide to the
ethnographic collection of the Museum in 1899, Spencer fixed
Aboriginal culture within an evolutionary schema.21 By the
1930s the British School of functionalism led by Malinowski
and Radcliffe-Brown, rejected evolutionary paradigms as ‘no
longer academically respectable’, but in the decades to follow
evolutionism remained a pervasive force which, as we shall see,
continued to influence judgments made about Aboriginal art
at various levels of understanding, professional and
amateur.22
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As we have seen, enthusiasm for Aboriginal art was driven by a
radical modernism framed around the romantic image of the
primitive other. Western narratives have long centered around
the romantic figure of the noble savage as a poetic idealization
of the relationship held to exist between man and Nature. But
the problem is that these idealized representations act as a
‘distancing mechanism’, effectively locking Indigenous people
back into the past. Thus the ‘imperialist nostalgia’ which
supports and promotes such colonial stereotypes also lends
support for theories of ‘fatal impact’ where the noble savage
becomes ‘the last of a dying race.’23 Admiration for Aboriginal
society was therefore constructed in terms of a romantic other,
located back in the past rather than the present, an imaginary
trope which bore little relationship, if any, to the lived reality of
Aboriginal people then and now. But as we shall see, it was this
construction of Aboriginality as a pristine and pure culture
necessarily located either in the distant past or the remote
present, which would come to form the template for a tradi-
tional and authentic Aboriginality.

However, distinctions need to be drawn between primitivism,
as it is generally understood within European modernism, as
an originary source of inspiration for the avant-garde, and the
primitivism of settler colonial societies where the use of
Indigenous motifs and styles by artists such as Margaret
Preston, Australia’s leading modernist from the late 1920s, was

seen to provide the settler colony with its own distinctive
idiom, a nationalist style inspired by Aboriginal art.24 With
the growing political presence of Aboriginal people that has
put in place policies of self-determination, the theft of
Aboriginal motifs can be prosecuted as a violation of intellec-
tual property rights. But for much of the twentieth century the
use of Aboriginal designs by non-Aborigines was viewed posi-
tively: practised by artists, advocated by anthropologists,
applauded by critics. While existing literature has primarily
focused on work of a single influential artist, Margaret
Preston, this reappraisal of the 1929 exhibition highlights the
way in which primitivism developed independently and
assumed regionally distinctive forms as seen in the work of the
Melbourne artists Frances Derham and Allen Lowe.25

The historical process by which objects produced by
Indigenous and non-Western others are elevated from the
category of ethnographic artefact to gain status as unique art
objects, hung alongside European art in the world’s galleries,
has long been the focus of scholarly analysis. Often it is
assumed that these transformations occur as if by magic,
mythologized through the distinctions of taste effected
through the ‘eye’ of the curator. It is more realistic to see that
this historical process is the result of many factors: increased
knowledge and understanding provided by critiques of primi-
tivism, expanded definitions of what constitutes ‘art’ and a
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growing understanding of the marketing and commodifica-
tion of art.26 Recent debates concerning the historical
reception of Aboriginal art have also been distorted by institu-
tional and professional rivalrieslbetween museums and
galleries on the one hand and the disciplines of anthropology
and art history on the other.27 While these differences should
not be ignored, they should not be exaggerated either. In the
context of this paper we need to acknowledge two points: first,
the two-way traffic of influence that has occurred between
anthropology and the art world throughout modernitylonly
undercut in recent years by postmodernism and postcolonial-
ism.28 Second, the degree to which both disciplines have
consistently and continually controlled representations of
Aboriginality so as to exclude the historical experiences of
Aboriginal people; anthropology through the objective
viewpoint of the participant observer which projected
Indigenous people as living in coexistence with, but distanced
from, the modern world, and western artistic traditions
concerned with a universalizing western aesthetic separated
from political and historical issues.

While scholars had long been interested in the religion, social
life and structure of Aboriginal society, these have generally
been ambivalently placed in relation to the nation state.
Compounding these historical tensions, a growing concern
with purity and authenticity in the twentieth century

produced two cycles of meaning for Aborigines:29 first, the
‘real’ Aborigines in northern Australia who had retained many
elements of traditional life, and second, Aborigines of mixed
descent living in the more densely settled southern states seen
in social scientist terms as ‘cultureless outcasts’ who were
presumed to have lost their culture through the impact of
missions, town camps and inner city enclaves.30 Regrettably
these cultural constructions of race have dominated the
marketing and display of Aboriginal art. For the better part of
this century scholars and the wider public alike looked to
northern Australia as the benchmark for a traditional and
authentic Aboriginality. Meanwhile, Aborigines in the
southern states suffered what Indigenous curator Margo Neale
calls a ‘politics of visibility.’31 In the 1929 exhibition of
Primitive Art we see how various discourses of primitivism,
some more positive than others, controlled representations of
Aboriginality to create narratives of national identity for the
nation state.

The 1929 Exhibition of ‘Primitive Art’

Let me now turn to the exhibition that took place in July 1929
in the Print Rooms of the National Gallery of Victoria. A joint
initiative of the energetic and entrepreneurial Robert Elliott,
Acting Chairman of the Museum Committee, and the Field
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Naturalists Club of Victoria,32 the exhibition avoided scien-
tific representations, aiming instead to stimulate ‘public
interest in the habits and customs of the Australian
Aboriginals [and provide a] popular description of Australian
primitive art’la rhetoric which appealed to an egalitarian ethos
by suggesting that understanding and knowledge of
Aboriginal art was popularly accessible.33 The exhibition
brought together the two key groups most concerned with the
promotion and advancement of Aboriginal culture: the
amateur historians, collectors and scientists influential on
public opinion in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
century and representatives of the new discipline of anthro-
pology, established with the first chair in anthropology at
Sydney University under the leadership of Professor Radcliffe-
Brown in 1925.34

The exhibition was primarily based upon the Museum’s own
diverse collection of artefacts, ceremonial objects, personal
ornaments and bark paintings augmented with loans from
interstate museums and private collectors. In addition, expedi-
tions to rock art sites at the Grampians (Gariwerd) in Victoria
and Mutawinji in New South Wales by members of the Field
Naturalists Club of Victoria supplied photographs, drawings
and tracings for a reproduction of the Glen Isla cave commis-
sioned by the Museum. Considered the highlight of the show,
two Wangkangurru men from central Australia participated in

the exhibition by making ceremonial objects and artefacts in
front of this rock shelter. Public lectures were presented by
anthropologist A. P. Elkin, author and ethnographer George
Aiston, who accompanied the Wangkangurru men to
Melbourne, and artist and art educator Frances Derham. The
booklet Australian Aboriginal Art published in association
with the exhibition, included essays by the eminent writer and
naturalist Charles Barrett, and the ethnologist Alfred Kenyon
(both members of the Field Naturalists Club) plus reproduc-
tions of many of the artworks in the exhibition.

The exhibition emphasized the importance of anthropology,
psychology and pedagogy as new specialized fields of
knowledge offering insights and explanations for Aboriginal
art.35 The Sydney anthropologist A. P. Elkin spoke on ‘The Art
of the Caveman,’ and the need to understand ‘the psychic and
physical conditions under which primitive man existed and to
find the true motive underlying his art’.36 In his essay Kenyon
referred to the new discipline of pedagogy where scholars such
as Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi and Jean Piaget had demon-
strated that stages in the mental growth of children correlated
with their artistic development. From an evolutionist point of
view, he concluded accordingly, Aborigines could be repre-
sented as inhabiting the childhood of mankind. Both Barrett
and Kenyon drew parallels between ‘Stone Age’ Aboriginal
people and the legacy of their rock art. ‘The records of our
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rocks contribute a chapter to the great story of art in its
infancy,’ Barrett wrote, because Aboriginal art ‘was as simple as
the first clear words of speech uttered by a child’.37

In the weeks leading up to the exhibition, public interest
focused on the expeditions to the Grampians and Mutawinji.
During the 1920s and 1930s, growing interest surrounded
Aboriginal rock art and a new found cultural relativism drew
parallels between the rock art of Australian Aborigines, Upper
Paleolithic cave art in Europe and Bushmen in Africa.
However the meanings attributed to these rock art traditions
remained prevailingly eurocentric: both scholarly opinion and
the popular press assumed that they fulfilled a dual role as
‘hunting magic’ and ‘art for art’s sake’. These misconceptions
aside, the research undertaken for the exhibition made a major
contribution toward the growing recognition for the need to
preserve and protect the rich rock art heritage of south eastern
Australia. Barrett, for one, railed against the vandalism he had
found at Mutawinji, arguing that ‘caves and shelters where
Aboriginal people painted and carved should be guarded as
national possessions’.38 But elsewhere Barrett lent support for
the aggressive ethos of ‘the stone circle’, the small, but select
group of Victorian collectors led by Stan Mitchell and Kenyon,
who viewed rock art sites as ‘treasure to be harvested’.39

The artist and illustrator Percy Leason accompanied these
expeditions: for the exhibition he had been commissioned to
produce a reproduction of the Glen Isla rock shelter intended
as a backdrop for the visiting central Australian Aborigines
Jack Noorywauka and Stan Loycurrie. Leason’s evolutionism
came to the fore as a result of these experiences: he questioned
the authenticity of the Glen Isla shelter, claiming that the
drawings were a hoax perpetrated by Reverend John Mathew
in 1897. Leason believed Aborigines were ‘true primitives’
incapable of such drawings.40 Leason’s cover for the exhibition
catalogue (plate 1) neatly encapsulates the oppositions and
contradictions present within his primitivism. Leason depicts
a naked Arnhem Land artist, utilizing a tree as a make-shift
easel whilst he draws the simple outline of a kangaroo on a
roughly torn piece of bark – an image reflective of Leason’s
eurocentric judgements and his many misconceptions about
Aboriginal art. Even so the cover was widely admired by the
public because it resonated with all the romantic stereotypes
associated with Aborigines as a necessarily primitive, distant
other.

The attitude adopted by Kenyon was in advance of Leason’s
evolutionism. Following the cultural relativism advocated by
English art historian and critic John Ruskin, Kenyon suggested
that the art of Indigenous peoples and children might be seen
as ‘intellectual realism’ compared with the ‘visual realism’ or
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illusionism of western artistic traditions.41 In theory these
methodologies allowed the art of different groups in society to
be considered on equal terms with western art, yet they failed
to take into account the diversity of Indigenous systems of
representation and the various historical experiences of
Aboriginal people. Hence the Museum’s unique collection of
bark paintings from Arnhem Land, amassed by Baldwin
Spencer several years previously, appeared to represent the
highest level of artistic achievement compared with the few
surviving bark drawings from the settled southeast. Kenyon
commented that:

In Victoria the drawings were made or scratched with a point
on the smoke-blackened inner surface of the bark. Some of
these, such as the drawing of Lake Tyrrell and the squatters,
show a facility of execution and appreciation of design quite
surprising. But it is in the Northern Territory that bark
paintings reach their greatest development. They represent the
highest achievement in Australian Aboriginal Art, and display
in an extreme form what is termed in connexion with the art
of fossil European man, intellectual realism.42

A comparison of the bark drawing from Lake Tyrrell in
Victoria, acquired by the Museum in 1874, and bark paintings
from the Alligator River (plate 2) (both reproduced in the
exhibition publication) reveals how the ‘intellectual realism’

Kenyon admired was stylistically expressed through powerful
images of men and animals evocative of anthropomorphic
interpretations and the supernatural beliefs of an animistic
cosmology. The bark drawing from Lake Tyrrell also includes
evidence of the spiritual life of southeastern Aboriginal
people, but these elements are intertwined with naturalistic
vignettes depicting scenes from colonial life including a group
settlers and a cottage. By selectively praising the unique
character of some Aboriginal art, Kenyon privileged the art of
remote communities over that of the settled southeast. By
elevating the Aboriginal art of northern Australia over that of
southeastern Australia, he lent support for evolutionary
paradigms which denied the lived reality of Aboriginal
existence.

Central Australian Visitors

Undoubtedly the two ‘full blood’ Wangkangurru men were the
highlight of the exhibition.43 (plate 3) Jack Noorywauka and
Stan Loycurrie travelled from central Australia with the well-
known ethnographer George Aiston, a former policeman and
Protector of Aborigines at Mulka station, to manufacture cere-
monial ornaments and artefacts during the exhibition. Posed
in situ before the 'authentic’ reproduction of the Glen Isla rock
shelter, their tangible presence conflated the aura associated
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with distant central Australian communities with recognition
for a local prehistory, which was meant to gain prestige and
cultural capital for Victoria. Such incorporations of
Indigenous people into national and international exhibitions
have been criticized as symbolic of the power relationships
inscribed within colonialism. In one sense, the display by Jack
Noorywauka and Stan Loycurrie appeared to idealize relations
between Aborigines and non-Aborigines and belie disposses-
sion and colonial violence.44 But these ambivalent responses
must be set alongside the long history of such cultural perfor-
mances dating from the earliest corroborees performed for the
sake of early settlers.45 Reappraising such cultural perfor-
mances, Fred Meyers argues that they represent a form of
contemporary ritual in which performers and audiences
participate in the process of culture-making.46

The Museum’s Director, James Kershaw, had written to George
Aiston early in 1929 broaching the idea of a cultural display:
Kershaw believed that the Aboriginal performers would ‘make
[the exhibition] as realistic and instructive as possible [but
they would also be] a great novelty and would create no end of
interest’.47 Unlike the dioramas envisaged by Gladys Hain,
which sought to represent the daily life of the past through
plaster casts and paintings, Jack Noorywauka and Stan
Loycurrie staged their own culture by turning themselves into
living specimens. Their presence suggested an apparently

unmediated encounter where Aborigines were transformed
into mere signs of themselves.

The seamless, unified representation of culture evoked by this
display was, however, more apparent than real. As the heated
exchange of letters between Kershaw and Aiston reveals, orga-
nizing this presentation required Aiston and Kershaw to
negotiate between rhetoric and reality, between the romantic
idealized image of the Aborigines as a primitive other
supported by discourses of primitivism and the lived reality of
their contemporary lives. When Kershaw initially approached
Aiston he sought two Aborigines, a man and a woman who
would attend the exhibition daily for a couple of weeks and
give practical demonstrations of the primitive methods of
making fire, hair and fibre string, making and ornamenting
boomerangs, clubs &c. or stone implements.48

Aiston found it impossible to fulfil Kershaw’s request. Local
elders generally spoke little English and they refused to travel
to Melbourne owing to their prior experiences of racism in
Adelaide. To his credit, Aiston demurred against placing
Aborigines into such circumstances against their will.49 Aiston
informed Kershaw he could ‘get plenty of young people, but
they will be of no more use to you then [sic] your own Lake
Tyers people, they know nothing of the customs and traditions
of old people’.50 In keeping with the thinking of his era, Aiston
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conceived of Aboriginal culture as a unified whole composed
of a traditional lifestyle centred around kinship and ritual.
Unable to conceptualize a dynamic Aboriginal culture, which
might implement adaptations to ensure its survival, Aiston
equated authenticity with stasis. Thus young central
Australian Aborigines, like Aborigines at Lake Tyers in
Victoria, were projected as ‘authors of their own predicaments’
and were criticized for their capitulation to a complex capital-
ist society; a position which denied their various historical
experiences—dispossession and violence at the frontier and
policies of assimilation and integration in the southeast.51

Thwarted in his plans, Kershaw approached the Chief
Protector of South Australia who was able to suggest a solution
to their problem:

[W]e have here in Adelaide a pure blooded aboriginal
named David Unaipon who has been educated at
[Raukkan] Point McLeay Mission station and intellectu-
ally and educationally is head and shoulders above the
average aboriginal. He takes considerable interest in
Aboriginal customs and history and has done some
reading in anthropology and kindred sciences. He is a
teetotaller, well behaved and I believe would come to the
exhibition if you want him, on condition of course that
his expenses are paid. If he came it would be unnecessary

for any white person to come with him and look after
him.52

Kershaw did not accept the Chief Protector’s offer. He required
Aborigines who would fulfil an educational role by presenting
a spectacle of otherness. Although highly recommended and
well known as a lecturer, musician, preacher, writer and
scientist, David Unaipon was in the same position as
Aborigines at Lake Tyers: no longer sufficiently different to be
considered as other. Museums elsewhere confronted the same
dilemma.53 The problem which Aiston and Kershaw faced
illustrates the contradictions within primitivism.
Representations of Aborigines had to conform to construc-
tions of authenticity, which distanced them from the modern
world. Ironically Christian missions and government regula-
tions sought to eradicate the very ‘traditional’ Aboriginal
culture which Aiston admired and Kershaw sought to
represent.

Just four weeks prior to the opening of the exhibition a
compromise was negotiated. Aiston informed Kershaw that he
would have to ‘make do with two good men, the both of them
are well enough civilised to be able to explain things and I do
not think they will be afraid’.54 Inevitably there were
anomalies. While Jack Noorywauka and Stan Loycurrie
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simulated a continuing ‘Stone Age’ apparently untouched and
undisturbed by the violence and dispossession of European
invasion, they were not, as some imagined, ‘anachronisms
anything up to 20,000 years out of time’.55 As one journalist
reported, Jack had lived for some time at the first Lutheran
Mission established at Killalpaninna in the Lake Eyre region in
1888 while Stan Loycurrie was a former member of the Native
Police. When both resisted their reprimitivization by refusing
to appear naked, to some observers this only accentuated the
incongruity between their feathered headdresses and
decorated bodies, the artefacts they produced, and their utili-
tarian blue dungarees. Gladys Hain for one saw the disjunc-
tions as a pretence and a mistake:

They suggest the differences between our race and theirs,
and their appearance stresses the incongruity of their
existence on our up-to-date continent. . . . Had they
brought a real native of today, either the untutored
savage – or the mission trained boy and girl – the
trustees would probably be accused of distorting the true
image of black brother.56

Hain’s dualism recognized cultural differences but at the same
time she failed to acknowledge the adaptability and diversity
of Aboriginal cultures.

She was not alone. Jack Noorywauka and Stan Loycurrie
generated a range of responses expressive of these tensions. As
Kershaw foresaw, the Wangkangurru Aborigines provided
both the ‘correct atmosphere…[c]olour and…a touch of
romance’.57 One visitor was reminded…of the Red Indians
brought to Melbourne years ago by Dr Carver, and of the thrill
with which the boys of those days beheld in flesh their heroes
of fiction. Boys of the present generation would doubtless be
just as interested in these aborigines from the interior, whom
they would probably never have seen but for the Exhibition.
Educationally…these displays were very valuable.58

These somewhat paternalistic responses were contradicted by
others which noted how ‘singularly unconcerned and unper-
turbed [Jack Noorywauka and Stan Loycurrie were by the]
obvious curiosity and interest of the crowd of onlookers which
is gathered continuously around them’.59 Their many incor-
porations from the modern world were readily apparent: the
chisel they used in the manufacture of artefacts improvised
from a disused shearing blade, the mia-mia constructed from
branches of local tea-tree and rabbit fur used in lieu of feathers
for their body decoration, and in the nurtunja—the ceremo-
nial frame of wood and string manufactured during the exhi-
bition.60 Today, the viewing of such ritual objects might well
be restricted, but these changing values reflect the adjustment
processes implemented by Aborigines. And Jack Noorywauka
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and Stan Loycurrie appear to have enjoyed the exhibition: as
part of a small but discerning Indigenous audience they
inspected the display of stone tools and Stan recognized a
photograph of his sister taken many years previously—
probably during the Spencer and Gillen expeditions.61

For some the presence of Jack Noorywauka and Stan Loycurrie
only served to support settler colonial myths of fatal impact
which assumed that Aborigines were doomed to extinction.
Accordingly the artist Will Dyson was prompted to propose a
national commemorative exhibition of their portraits.62 A
dozen prominent artists participated in the exhibition
including Dyson himself: Louis McCubbinn, W. B. McInnes,
Harold Herbert, Charles Wheeler and Percy Leason. In
proposing the exhibition Dyson was motivated by a salvage
paradigm intent upon recording the passing of ‘this vanishing
race’.63 Dyson hoped that the ‘Portraits ... would find a place in
our gallery [where] they would be of permanent human and
scientific interest, apart from the artistic value the canvas
would hold.’ But his plans were never realized. Jack
Noorywauka and Stan Loycurrie were of scientific interest and
entertainment value but this did not mean that their portraits
were suitable for inclusion within national art institutions.64

Nevertheless Leason’s realistic portrait of Stan Loycurrie,
formally attired in jacket and shirt, might be contrasted with
his more fanciful representation on the front cover of the

publication, and is further evidence of the degree to which
both visitors carefully controlled who would participate in the
cultural performance and how they wished to be represented.

Artefacts of the Colonial Encounter

In all probability the Museum’s own vast collection of carved
and decorated wooden artefacts formed the basis of the exhi-
bition. These artefacts reflected the enthusiastic optimism of
an earlier era when the natural history and geology of the
colony and the culture of its Indigenous inhabitants were the
focus of attention for Australian collectors. The prodigious
curiosity of one collector, the English-born, amateur natural-
ist and ethnographer Reynell Everleigh Johns, produced two
major collections, one donated to the Burke Memorial
Museum in Beechworth in 1868, the other purchased by the
Museum of Victoria on John’s death in 1910.65 Displayed at the
International Exhibition in Melbourne in 1866 and again at the
1878 Paris Exhibition, such collections of material culture
exemplified a salvage paradigm whereby each generation
believed it was the last to be given the opportunity to preserve
authentic information on Aborigines for the sake of posterity.

In many ways the displays of anonymous artefacts seen by
visitors at the 1929 exhibition sustained this distance. Lesley
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McCall argues that the bias toward men’s fighting and hunting
weapons evident in the National Museum of Victoria collec-
tion served to exaggerate both the image of Aborigines as
archetypal savages and to promote their assimilation through
the effectiveness of those evangelical and government policies
which demanded Aborigines’ absorption into mainstream
Australian society.66 Rarely, if ever, was consideration given to
the symbolic meanings and importance of these artefacts to
the Indigenous communities concerned. But it is also quite
possible that these readings were actually undermined by the
material identities expressed by these artefacts. As Howard
Morphy points out, the typological sequences developed by
Lieutenant General Pitt Rivers through which he sought to
trace the cultural development of weaponry from the simple
to the complex, in fact offered a model of cultural relativity
which may have undercut evolutionism and suggested to
many the global diversity of human development.67 Such
collections of artefacts were not the objective, factual data
which they were assumed to be but objects of Aboriginal
material culture which served as a prism for constructing
Aborigines in the European imagination.

However the space for these more positive interpretations to
flourish was curtailed by the growing concern for purity and
tradition in the early decades of the twentieth century. As
Papastergiadis argues, hybridity is one of the key axes through

which discourses of purity and danger sustain positive and
negative images of Aboriginality.68 Through his anthropolog-
ical writings on northern and central Australia Baldwin
Spencer had done much to establish recognition for
Aboriginal culture but, in keeping with prevailing perceptions,
he could not conceive of Aboriginal culture as a dynamic
entity engaging in transactional relationships and adapting to
radical change. When in 1898 he wrote that, ‘In Victoria, there
is not a single native who really knows anything of tribal
customs’, he defined Aboriginal culture in a way that seemed to
coincide neatly with government policies of integration and
assimilation which sought to deny difference by rendering
Aborigines invisible.69 The closure he effected was translated
into museum policy: after the 1920s, the National Museum of
Victoria ceased collecting items of material culture from its
own local region, thereby excluding recognition for the
creative cultural vitality of Aboriginal people in the southeast.

Of course institutional exclusion did not prevent Aborigines
in the south east from continuing to be involved in cultural
production. At sites such as La Perouse in Sydney, Coranderrk
on the outskirts of Melbourne and Lake Tyers in the
Gippsland region of Victoria, Aboriginal people continued to
engage in the production of boomerangs and other artefacts
for exchange as gifts and souvenirs.70 My own research under-
taken in the Lake Tyers region reveals that Gurnai at Lake
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Tyers generally appreciated the opportunity to engage in
cross-cultural exchange, and it seems mainstream Australians
found Aborigines at Lake Tyers sufficiently interesting, and
‘different’, to warrant a visit.71 Whereas museum curators and
ethnographers neglected these contemporary developments,
tourists tolerated more diverse representations of
Aboriginality. But the Victorian Board for the Protection of
Aborigines was intent upon eradicating these remaining
fragments of Aboriginality: Dr Argyle, in his opening speech,
expressed the wish that Aborigines from Lake Tyers might be
able to visit the display even though the Board for the
Protection of Aborigines expressly forbade inmates to leave
the reserve. The exhibition therefore celebrated the very
cultural differences which the Board sought to eradicate.

Regional Identities

The tensions concerning various positive and negative repre-
sentations of Aboriginality is also evident in the critical
response to the drawings by the notable nineteenth century
artists, William Barak and Tommy McRae. During their own
lifetime the drawings of both artists had attracted widespread
acclaim as much for their aesthetic appeal as for the
biographic, ethnographic and historical record they provided.
Corroborees recalled from childhood memories are the

predominant subject matter, always represented by both artists
as rows of performers surrounded by their audiences (both
white and black). In addition McRae depicted scenes from a
past hunter-gatherer lifestyle and acute observations of
contemporary colonial life. Nor should the political
dimension to their work be overlooked. With the enactment of
discriminatory legislation against Aborigines in the late nine-
teenth century, both artists became leaders and advocates for
their people. Barak, for example, led a series of deputations
that resulted in a Royal Commission in 1877 and a further
inquiry concerning conditions at Coranderrk station.72

Whereas Aboriginal material culture was understood in terms
of evolutionism, the drawings of Barak and McRae were
viewed in art historical terms as evidence of civilization, their
talent for drawing taken as a sign of Aborigines’ potential for
civilized progress. As Sayers’ study demonstrates, the value
created for these artists rested upon the paradigmatic myths of
‘discovery’ which have sustained Western art historical narra-
tives since the Renaissance.73 E. H. Cox, for example, the son-
in-law of Roderick Kilborn, one of McRae’s first patrons,
described McRae as a genius.74 Cox used the concept of the
artistic genius to explain the achievements of prehistoric and
Indigenous art: ‘[i]n primitive peoples, genius first manifests
itself in a benevolent form in the ability of an individual here
and there, to draw,’ he wrote. Attributing genius to McRae
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allowed Cox to sidestep conveniently the stasis imposed by
evolutionism to give recognition to individual creativity—a
sign of self awareness and individuality in the civilized world.
The problem is that the myth of the artist as heroic genius
separates artists from their material conditions of production.
Erasing the evidence of colonization enabled Cox to project
McRae as a noble savage living within a pristine hunter-
gatherer society. As Cox explained:

[f]or the first 10 or 15 years of his life [McRae] never saw
a white man. He lived the ordinary life of an aborigine
taking part in tribal corroborees, hunting, fishing and
occasionally fighting and all the time unconsciously
storing up in his mind a vast fund of impressions of the
ways of his people…Chance had cast the gift of great
ability…[upon McRae and when his genius was] discov-
ered…it caused considerable interest, and in no small
way added to his prestige.75

The construction Cox places on McRae’s life, therefore, is
doubly misleading: glossing over both the radical disruptions
of colonization and denying Indigenous agency.

In reality the art world is far more complex. We now under-
stand how recognition and status is produced for artists

through a complex process of patronage, marketing and exhi-
bition. Patrons created value for the drawings of Barak and
McRae when they commissioned or purchased art works and
when they were presented as gifts to institutions or colonial
visitors. When Cox attributed the ‘discovery’ of McRae to his
father-in-law, Roderick Kilborn, postmaster at Wahgunyah in
north east Victoria, Aboriginal culture is projected as static
while Western progress intervenes to recognize McRae’s indi-
vidual creativity. Parallel instances of the ‘discovery’ of
Indigenous artists by agents of Western civilization recur in
colonial histories justifying the intercession of mentors like
Kilborn as catalysts for progress: Rex Battarbee in the case of
Albert Namatjira, and Geoffrey Bardon in the case of the
Central Desert artists at Papunya Tula. In Barak’s case, confla-
tion between artistic genius and the stereotype of the noble
savage was played out through the nostalgia conveyed by his
ambiguous status as ‘King Barak, the Last of the Yarra Tribe.’
Perhaps it was not surprising that a colonial nostalgia would
admire Barak in romantic terms as ‘The Last of His Tribe’, but
these tropes lent support for government policies aimed at
rendering Aborigines invisible.

What was the critical response to Barak and McRae in the 1929
exhibition? Andrew Sayers, who is responsible for almost
single-handedly recuperating recognition for these nine-
teenth- century artists, has also traced their progressive decline
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into almost complete obscurity during the first half of the
twentieth century. In the booklet Australian Aboriginal Art
which accompanied the 1929 exhibition, neither Barrett nor
Kenyon refer to the work of Barak and McRae. A drawing by
Tommy McRae is reproduced in the publication, but with a
caption that is both derogatory and incorrect: ‘Drawn by
Tommy Barnes, a Mission Aboriginal, showing European
influence.’ McRae was also known as Barnes but there is no
evidence whatsoever that he ever lived on a mission. McRae’s
drawings were also included in the 1941 exhibition the Art of
Australia 1788—1941 which toured America and Canada but
here too, they were consigned to anonymity. Thus the status
and regard attained by William Barak and Tommy McRae in
their own lifetime and the legacy passed on to their descen-
dents was relegated to almost complete obscurity in the
following century, marginalized by the growing concern with
authenticity and tradition.

If the breadth and importance of Barak and McRae’s legacy
was diminished and subsumed within wider colonial narra-
tives of progress, the cultural production of contemporary
south eastern artists was completely rejected. In the late 1920s
the drawings of Sydney McRae, the grandson of Tommy
McRae, came to the attention of E. H. Cox. Sydney McRae, the
son of Alex McRae—one of three children taken away from
Tommy McRae and his wife in 1891 and 1893 under govern-

ment policies of absorption and integration, lived at Lake
Tyers. Cox applauded McRae’s ‘inherited genius’, but he
lamented the ‘pathetic sense of change: [whereas Tommy
McRae] was born in a primitive world…Sydney [McRae] was
born in the modern world’.76 Cox’s analysis highlighted the
apparent separation between traditional and modern styles by
drawing attention to shifts in subject matter: sporting activi-
ties now replaced corroborees; cars, trains and aeroplanes were
substituted for the bark canoes of an earlier era and the young
artist depicted the khaki-clad soldiers of the First World War
rather than the activities of a past hunter-gatherer life-style.
Cox viewed these changes as evidence of acculturation, but in
so doing he failed to acknowledge that government policies
were in the process of disrupting and transforming south
eastern Aboriginal culture. In reality, Sydney McRae’s response
to the modern world articulated his dynamic relationship to
colonial society. Another fifty years would elapse before
museum policies, under the influence of contemporary
Indigenous curators, would welcome the evident hybridity of
much Aboriginal art as evidence of the distinctive character
and modern identities forged by Aborigines.
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Modernist affinities

The visual affinities found by modernism generated the most
dynamic response to the exhibition. As we have seen, Gladys
Hain welcomed the relocation of the 1929 exhibition into the
Print Rooms of the National Gallery of Victoria. The parallels
which she drew between museum dioramas, prehistoric relics
and natural history reveal the degree to which earlier museo-
logical constructions tended to displace Aboriginal culture
from the modern world. By contrast, the art world placed
emphasis upon the autonomous art object and the creativity
of the individual. In conjunction with a modernist aesthetic,
this cleared a space in which to incorporate Aboriginal artists
within the progress of the west. Naturally Hain expressed
disappointment at the prevailing anonymity: ‘No artist of all
the hundreds represented left any sign of his identity. The
silence of oblivion falls between us and these intellectual giants
of a vanished race.’77 Hain’s response makes clear that
anonymity consigned Aborigines into prehistory.

Modernism questioned existing academic conventions and
renewed itself by appropriating from Indigenous art. During
the exhibition, artist and designer Frances Derham, in her
position as vice-President of the Arts and Crafts Society, gave
two lectures on Aboriginal art.78 Baldwin Spencer may well
have provided the original inspiration for Derham’s interest in

Aboriginal cultures. Spencer was President of the Arts and
Crafts Society in 1917, two years after Derham joined, and in all
probability she heard the public lectures he gave in 1916 and
1917 advocating appropriation.79 Derham’s diary reveals that
she consulted Spencer’s most recent publication, Wanderings
in Wild Australia (1928), in preparation for her lectures, but the
influence of Spencer’s evolutionist position and the distinc-
tions he draws between ceremonial and secular, or ‘playabout’
art, are not in evidence in her lectures.80 What motivated
Derham was a critique of her own academic art education: in
keeping with modernist precepts, she believed the academic
practice of copying and the study of perspectival conventions
destroyed individual creativity. In her public lectures, Derham
explained the visual affinities she found in Aboriginal art
countering those critics who viewed modern art as decadent:

All over the world interest is being revived in primitive
and prehistoric art...This is not decadence in modern art.
The mental change indicates a yearning for simplicity.
The native not only gets back to nature but in his con-
ventionalised art form uses unerringly basic geometric
forms which have fascinated man throughout the ages.81

In keeping with the primitivism of her era, Derham miscon-
strues Aboriginal society as a simple and natural originary

Ch5.18



SIGNATURES

essence: but she follows Spencer in drawing attention to the
symbolic meaning, rhythmic balance and rich high-keyed
colour evident in Aboriginal art.

Today the visual affinities which modernists located between
their own aesthetic ideologies and tribal art are widely criti-
cized as a ‘universalizing allegory’ that, in effect, masks the
power relationships involved in processes of marketing and
commodification.82 However Derham’s primitivism, like that
of other Australian modernists, must be set against the histor-
ical evidence from this era. The visual affinities Derham
locates might be usefully contrasted with Percy Leason’s evolu-
tionism, which dismissed Aboriginal art from consideration.
Unlike European primitivism, located in the imperial centres,
the primitivism of Australian modernists develops in particu-
lar trajectories, in dialogue with Aboriginal culture. By
contrast with European modernists, Derham emphasized the
specific cultural meanings in Aboriginal art, pointing out to
her audience that the ‘markings on shields and other native
weapons, which they imagined merely provided a decoration,
bore a vital significance. “The aborigine never draws or
scratches a meaningless line”’, Derham explained.83 In this
respect, Derham’s position is in advance of Margaret Preston
who led the interest in Aboriginal art. She had advised that
‘The student must be careful not to bother about what myths
the [Aboriginal] carver may have tried to illustrate. Mythology

and religious symbolism do not matter to the artist, only to the
anthropologist.’84 Significantly, both approached Aboriginal
art as designers rather than as artists: in Australian art,
landscape assumed pre-eminence as an essentially masculine
icon of national identity, leaving the domestic realm available
for a generation of women artists who had emerged in the
mid-war years at the forefront of Australian modernism.

Both Derham and Hain were united in their admiration for a
single unique object: the carved wooden headstone of Thomas
Bungaleen commissioned from Barak’s brother, Simon
Wonga, during the 1860s as a memorial to a young Kurnai
man.85 (plate 4) While Derham drew favourable compar-
isons between the headstone of Thomas Bungaleen and the
aesthetic values of the English designer William Morris,86

Hain relayed to her readers the specific meaning for each of
the visual elements in the carving: the male figures in the
upper section appointed to investigate the cause of death, the
animals present indicating Bungaleen did not die for lack of
food, and the wicked spirits or Mooroops in the lower section
who caused death.87 For Hain, the memorial to Thomas
Bungaleen evoked a profound spirituality, which suggested a
psychic unity common to all human experience. ‘Many of [the
Aboriginal] drawings and decorative panels express the long,
long thoughts of reflective man, and to my mind show that he
links up with our maturer intelligence at far more points than
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we usually admit.’88 In her response, one sees how an aesthetic
interchange with Aboriginal art primed Hain to arrive at a new
recognition of Aboriginal spirituality and the possibility of
Aboriginal equality with other Australians.

The visual affinities Derham and Hain located undercut
evolutionism. Elsewhere in her review Hain compared
Aboriginal body and basket decoration with modern Parisian
design, and the photographs and tracings of rock art from
Mutawinji with the work of the European sculptor, Rodin:

One of all these huge drawings stands out—it is the huge
kangaroo—at Mootwingee, [sic] New South Wales.
Those who have seen the white horse in the chalk
country outside Westbury, England…will know how
these drawings impress themselves on the mind, the per-
sonality they come to possess, and the way each
succeeding generation makes them part of the unforget-
table landscape lingering on the edge of consciousness in
their daily life.89

At the same time, the similarities Hain found between the
prehistoric art of Europe and Australia acknowledged the
longstanding Aboriginal presence in the cultural landscape of
Australia.

This evidence highlights the way exhibitions of Aboriginal art
can effect cultural change. The critical response to Aboriginal
art occurs through an aesthetic interchange which is at its
most fruitful when visual reproductions make Aboriginal
imagery accessible over an extended period. The origins of the
Aboriginal motifs used by Derham can be traced back to
various publications—notably, Spencer’s Guide to the
Australian Ethnographical Collections of the Museum of Victoria
and his Wanderings in Wild Australia. The form, style and
imagery of the Thomas Bungaleen memorial, reproduced in
the booklet accompanying the exhibition, reappear in her
print, Aboriginal Artists (1936).90 The ceramicist Allan Lowe
was even more fortunate. His familiarity with the Museum’s
collection began while he was a ceramics student at the
Working Mens’ College (now Royal Melbourne Institute of
Technology) situated directly opposite the Museum. Lowe saw
William Barak’s drawings at the 1929 exhibition and, primed
by this experience, he subsequently purchased a painting by
the artist in 1932.91 (plate 5) Over time, the drawing by Barak
became Lowe’s most prized possession and a source for many
of his own designs; in Lowe’s decorative designs, Barak’s
cloaked figures are reinterpreted in the style of the European
modernist, Georges Rouault.92

Clearly Derham and Lowe were stimulated towards an
abstraction which freed them from their own academic
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constraints. Such appropriations certainly call into question
the myths of originality that underlay the aesthetic ideologies
of the avant-garde.93 Inevitably appropriation raises moral
issues: when mainstream artists draw inspiration from
Aboriginal motifs they displace the Aboriginal artists who are
the original owners of the designs. But this aesthetic exchange
with Aboriginal art could also bring about a deeper under-
standing of Aboriginal values. Derham and Lowe, like Preston,
later sought to know more about Aboriginal culture: just as
Preston studied with the anthropologist, Frederick McCarthy,
and toured in northern Australia, so Derham’s interest in
Aboriginal children’s art took her to Hermannsburg Mission
in central Australia and to Aurukun Mission in Queensland.
Lowe, meanwhile, developed a close friendship with the
anthropologist, C. P. Mountford.94 In the 1950s both Derham
and Lowe were extensively involved in exhibitions directly
aimed at providing assistance for Aboriginal higher education
through the Aboriginal Scholarship Scheme.

I have argued above that the primitivism of Australian artists
was seen to provide the basis for a unique national style. In
1938 two ceramic pieces by Lowe using Aboriginal motifs were
included within the work assembled and submitted by the Arts
and Crafts Society of Victoria for the Australian Pavilion at the
Empire Exhibition at Glasgow in 1938. Such international exhi-
bitions symbolized Australia’s progress as a nation through

displays of art and craft, primary produce and manufac-
tures.95 To a young settler colony on the periphery of the
international art world, a sense of national identity was criti-
cally important, yet the Australian art world remained
polarized between the competing claims of international and
regional perspectives. It is worth noting that, at this time, the
Herald critic Basil Burdett came down firmly in favour of
established opinion. He argued:

We must strive for expression in our own way, not ignoring the
gifts and influences brought back to us by our returning
students and painters, for it is apparent that as we are not a
separate race with this country as our natural inheritance, we
must continue to find our inspiration in European modes. No
one would seriously suggest that we found our art upon
primitive expressions of the aborigine, nor that we should
discover our major influence in the East.96

For Burdett the appropriation of Aboriginal art was a
contentious issue, a practice which threatened standards and
overturned existing traditions. Lowe thought otherwise: when
he argued that Aboriginal art was the ‘fertile ground’ on which
to create a ‘truly Australian art form’ he admitted the sterility
of his own cultural heritage.97 Significantly Lowe’s designs,
combining geometric forms with the virile masculine imagery
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of Aboriginal dancers, were entirely appropriate to a national
ethos.

Conclusion

As the first major exhibition of ‘primitive art’ in Australia, the
1929 exhibition organized by the National Museum of
Victoria, reflected a radical shift in the appreciation and recog-
nition for Aboriginal art, such that it became symbolically
incorporated within wider formations of national identity.
However, the narratives relayed and the response generated
reveal that a variety of distorting and selective primitivisms
controlled representations of Aboriginality, conflating
Aboriginal art temporally and spatially so that the 1929 exhibi-
tion created a pattern of inclusions and exclusions. In privileg-
ing art from Victoria’s past and art from remote communities,
a dynamic local Aboriginal presence was denied_an exclusion
which expressed and reinforced government policies of
absorption and integration.

This selective response to Aboriginal art can be understood in
terms of wider historical relationships. Australia in the mid-
war years was faced with the competing claims of
centre/periphery relationships, caught Janus-faced between
international recognition from the imperial centres and nego-

tiating its own distinctive cultural identity within a colonial
context. It is evidence of the plurality of primitivisms that
prevailed that in general, anthropologists advocated the
appropriation of Indigenous culture. While these appropria-
tions apparently celebrated Aboriginal culture, in reality they
only served to repress recognition for colonial dispossession.
Significantly, when the bark paintings collected by Spencer
were exhibited—perhaps for the first time—in 1914, the
Victorian Artists’ Society advertised the display by suggesting
to its members that they should ‘Patronise Australian Art’.98

Similarly the 1929 exhibition and its accompanying publica-
tion, Australian Aboriginal Art, subsumed Aboriginal culture
within the rhetoric of a settler colonial national society.

The most dynamic and complex response to Aboriginal art
came from modernists. Undoubtedly their incorporations
from Aboriginal art usurped the critical acclaim owing to the
original owners of these designs—a reflection of the uneven
power relationships which operate in settler colonial societies.
But the visual affinities they located between Aboriginal art
and their own modernist aesthetic operated as a conduit for
change. Through their aesthetic response artists from the
dominant society saw new value in Aboriginal culture and
they acknowledged a shared heritage of a cultural landscape
and a common humanity. As settler subjects in a young colony,
they co-opted Aboriginal art as a means of achieving a distinc-
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tive national identity; but their understandings prompted
some adjustments to their own position and recognition of
Aboriginal values.

Institutional exclusion did not of course prevent Aborigines
from continuing to produce art: undoubtedly Sydney McRae
continued to draw just as Aborigines at La Perouse,
Coranderrk and Lake Tyers continued to be involved in
cultural production. Nor were Aborigines rendered wholly
powerless. The 1929 exhibition generated widespread interest
and enthusiasm for Indigenous culture and Aborigines were
able to exploit this admiration and interest. The central
Australian Aborigines invited by Aiston acted as social agents:
they decided who would travel to Melbourne and how they
would be presented. It should also be noted that women chose
not to collaborate in this cross-cultural interaction. Although
the wider community viewed their Centralian visitors as scien-
tific objects and as entertainment, Stan Noorywauka and Jack
Loycurrie undercut these constructions. Indeed the evidence
from this paper indicates the degree to which colonizers and
colonized engage in dialogue with each other to extend their
resources and gain power and knowledge.

It is timely in a contemporary era informed by postmodern
and postcolonial ideas to reappraise the early history of
Aboriginal art. Earlier eclectic exhibitions like the 1929 exhibi-

tion of Primitive Art are important not just because they
provide an insight into historical collections and exhibition
practices, but also because they provide an historical context
for the present, establishing patterns of collection and exhibi-
tion and revealing the gaps, omissions and misunderstandings
which are the legacy of the past. Worldwide contemporary
museums are engaged in a process of radical upheaval as the
magisterial narratives of an earlier era give way to more
complex and contested narratives of identity. Today Museum
Victoria is engaged in collaboration with Indigenous people
from across Australia in bringing forward their historical
experiences and contemporary perspectives.99 The 1929 exhi-
bition of Primitive Art in Melbourne is an integral part of that
history.
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Cultural Alienation and Exotic Imagery in the Novels of Raymond Chandler
John Scaggs (Mary Immaculate College, Limerick)

dynamic features of the … novels”,2 and this study will
examine the portrayal of individual identity within the social
context of Chandler’s Los Angeles.

This study has three aims. The first of these is to sketch the
social context of Chandler’s Los Angeles, and in particular to
examine his portrayal of white male identity in an ethnically
mixed environment. This examination will outline the sense of
alienation that characterises Marlowe’s identity, and will
examine Chandler’s portrayal of individual identity as a reflec-
tion of his view of American national identity. The second aim
is to identify Chandler’s depiction of the exotic by equating it
with the Orient, on the one hand, and with Mexico and
Europe, on the other. The third aim of the study is to identify
the relationship between the exotic and Julia Kristeva’s concept
of the abject. The abject, according to Kristeva, is that which
disturbs order and identity, and in doing so, fragments the
unified human subject.3 Building on the concept of the abject,
this study will suggest that the character of Philip Marlowe,
who is representative of white male American identity in
Chandler’s novels, is a divided character, struggling against the
apparent threat of disunity posed by the exotic, but simultane-

Ch6.1

Raymond Chandler’s novels focus on a single individual in the
city of Los Angeles, but they do so as a means of depicting the
United States during the forties and fifties as a nation strug-
gling with multiculturalism. The most striking single individ-
ual is the private investigator Philip Marlowe. Chandler draws
attention to the importance of the relationship between
Marlowe and Los Angeles in his most famous description of
the PI:

down these mean streets a man must go who is not
himself mean, who is neither tarnished nor afraid [….]
He is the hero, he is everything. He must be a complete
man and a common man and yet an unusual man.1

As this description suggests, Marlowe is an urban hero, his
heroic nature threatened by the ‘mean streets’ down which he
must go. However, he is also an Everyman who represents the
urban alienation of the ‘common man’ in the rapidly
expanding, and increasingly threatening, urban centres of
mid-twentieth century America. As Stephen Knight notes,
“[t]he hero and the Los Angeles setting are the two major
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ously embodying those characteristics of the exotic that
appear so threatening.

Founded by the Spanish in 1781, Los Angeles did not benefit
from the gold-rush and the myth of frontier possibilities as
San Francisco did. It was not until the mid-nineteenth century,
as David Fine notes, that the city experienced “the first of
several successive booms”. The discovery of oil and the arrival
of the movie industry, in addition to a massive irrigation
project, transformed the Californian Dream into a more
specific Los Angeles Dream, and with the dream came an
explosion in the population. In the late nineteenth and early
twentieth century, Southern California attracted a large
immigrant population, and by 1920 “the population surpassed
for the first time, and for all time, that of San Francisico”.4 This
increase was also fuelled by migration from rural communi-
ties. With the end of the war returning soldiers eager for work
increased the urban population still further. Such an explosion
in population had both cultural and geographical effects,
transforming the city into a multicultural metropolis of
numerous suburbs (in different accounts, from six to six
hundred and sixty-six) all “in search of a city”.5 The sense of
suburban sprawl is neatly captured in Chandler’s portrayal of
Los Angeles as a city without a centre, and Chandler maps this
portrayal of the city onto the people who inhabit it.

Despite the reality of a large immigrant population, in
addition to black migration from rural communities, as
Knight notes, “Chandler’s southern California contains very
few blacks and no Mexicans at all”.6 Nor does it contain
Asians. Knight elaborates by observing that in the novels
“collective concepts such as class and race are quite absent”,7
suggesting a personal, rather than a social, perspective. This
personal perspective is focused on the white male figure of
Philip Marlowe, and the prioritisation of this perspective in
the novels, as Sean McCann comments, often “reeks of
prejudice”. In particular McCann refers to the opening scene of
Chandler’s second novel, Farewell, My Lovely (1940), in which
Chandler’s use of racial stereotypes confirms his “reflex
racism”.8

The opening paragraph of the novel, even as it acknowledges
the existence of an immigrant and black migrant population,
either denies these inhabitants a presence in the narrative, or
hints at Marlowe’s racist fear of America being “overrun” by
this population. Marlowe has been hired to find a relief barber
called Dimitrios Aleidis, whose wife “was willing to spend a
little money to have him come home” 9. Marlowe never finds
him, and by the third paragraph Aleidis has been forgotten.
Whether he is a Greek immigrant, or a descendent of the early
Los Angeles immigrant population, is never made clear, but in
either case the ethnicity associated with the name Aleidis
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denies the character a proper presence in the narrative, regard-
less of his nationality. Marlowe’s search for Aleidis has taken
him to “one of the mixed blocks over on Central Avenue, the
blocks that are not yet all negro” (p.167), and the beleaguered
racist tone of the description, in which the block is “not yet all
negro” (emphasis added), is later echoed in the description of
Florian’s bar and its customers. One of the black customers,
who is thrown from the bar by Moose Molloy, a white man
looking for his lost love Little Velma, is denied a human
identity by being described using the neuter pronoun “it”.
According to Marlowe:

It landed on its hands and knees and made a high
keening noise like a cornered rat. It got up slowly,
retrieved a hat and stepped back on to the sidewalk. It
was a thin, narrow-shouldered brown youth in a lilac-
coloured suit and a carnation. It had slick black hair.
(p.168)

When Marlowe and Molloy enter the bar, what Molloy calls a
“dinge joint” (p.168), they find themselves in “the dead alien
silence of another race” (p.170), and William Marling observes
that the inhabitants of the Watts neighbourhood in Chandler’s
novel provide “an emblem of the inscrutability of black society
to the white detective”.10 In contrast, Walter Mosley’s Easy

Rawlins cycle of novels depicts what Chandler chooses to omit
in his portrayal of Los Angeles. Mosley’s hero, the black private
investigator Ezekiel “Easy” Rawlins, “is emblematic of the
passage of African Americans to Los Angeles during and after
World War II”.11 He is a returning soldier, eager for work, and
like most of the residents in the black Watts community in
which he lives, he is a migrant “from the country around
southern Texas and Louisiana”.12

Mosley offers an alternative portrayal of Los Angeles in the
forties and fifties, a portrait that is excised from Chandler’s
novels. As part of this portrayal, the opening of Mosley’s first
Easy Rawlins novel offers a revealing reinvention of the
opening of Chandler’s Farewell, My Lovely. In Devil in a Blue
Dress (1990), the white male perspective of Chandler’s novel is
altered, and Easy becomes the central consciousness of the
scene, in which the perspective of Chandler’s scene is reversed
as a white man enters a black bar. The suitably named DeWitt
Albright is looking for a black representative who can
negotiate the black spaces of Los Angeles that his excessive
whiteness prevents him from entering.

Marlowe, in contrast with Albright, neither seeks nor needs
such representation, as he operates in a fictional world in
which “collective concepts such as class and race are quite
absent.”13 In this way, the personal, rather than the social,
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perspective of Chandler’s novels is emphasised. This personal
perspective is focused around the figure of Philip Marlowe
who features in all seven of Chandler’s novels, and Knight
comments that Marlowe’s responses to the Los Angeles in
which he operates are “entirely personal and instinctively
negative, valuing only [his own] position and attitudes”.14 As a
“private” investigator, Marlowe’s profession emphasises the
personal and private over the social and public, and the pun
on the term ‘Private Eye/I’ reinforces the emphasis. This
suggested isolation is further emphasised by his decision to be
self-employed, and such isolation and alienation is reflected in
every lifestyle choice he makes. As Knight observes:

He lives alone, in rented flats or houses. He works alone,
in a cheap, comfortless office. He drinks and smokes a
lot: a single, masculine lifestyle. He is choosy about his
work, never showing much interest in money. In general,
he has dropped right out of the normal family and
financial patterns of modern culture.15

Marlowe’s private nature and personal perspective, however,
are indicated by more than just the character’s lifestyle choices
or the pun on the term “Private ‘I’”. The first-person narrative
that characterises Chandler’s novels, and much detective
fiction, in addition to being an example of the “private” nature

of the PI, is also an exercise in power. Scott Christianson
describes this “language as power” as “the use of language to
assert control over one’s self and over situations … and to
dominate the world”.16 This use of “language is power” is
evident in Marlowe’s description of Florian’s bar and its
customers. Christianson also echoes Knight’s identification of
two distinct voices for Marlowe. Knight observes that “the
voice of Marlowe’s reverie, both subtle and ironic, is quite
different from the voice he uses to other characters”, which, as
Knight notes, is “negative and defensive”.17 Knight identifies
Marlowe’s use of this defensive, wise-cracking voice as a
“rhetorical shell” to protect the “soft core” of Marlowe’s true
“inner” identity.18

Knight describes this “rhetorical shell” as an example of “the
alienated individual defending himself against the threats of
the external world”.19 A similar division also structures the
plots of the novels. As Knight observes, the outer plot, which is
“loosely associated with corruption, gangsters, professional
crime” falls away as the “inner, personalised plot” is revealed,
and the personal threat to Marlowe is made clear.20 It is also
this division between “internal” and “external” that is funda-
mental to the construction of the exotic in Chandler’s novels.

The exotic, as it manifests itself in Chandler’s novels, is
analogous with the Other. As the etymological root of the
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word suggests, the exotic is that which is introduced from
outside or beyond, and in Chandler’s fiction, the “outside” or
the “beyond” is almost always defined in opposition to the
United States. Furthermore, it is the exotic Other that
threatens Marlowe’s personal, jealously guarded, “inner”
identity throughout Chandler’s novels.

In Chandler’s first novel, The Big Sleep (1939), the exotic
manifests itself in Oriental imagery, and it is the exotic Other
which provides the link between the “outer” plot of blackmail,
and the personally threatening “inner” plot of murder that
Marlowe exposes. Marlowe has been hired by General
Sternwood to deal with Arthur Gwynn Geiger, who has been
blackmailing the general. Marlowe accepts the commission.
Geiger owns a bookstore which, it is later revealed, he uses as a
front for the illegal activities of blackmail and pornography,
and standing outside the store, Marlowe describes the frontage
as follows:

The entrance door was set far back in the middle and
there was a copper trim on the windows, which were
backed with Chinese screens, so I couldn’t see into the
store. There was a lot of oriental junk in the windows. …
The entrance door was plate glass, but I couldn’t see
much through that either, because the store was very
dim.21

Marlowe’s description of the store frontage exemplifies the
representation of the “exotic” in Chandler’s novels.
Throughout Chandler’s fiction, the “exotic” manifests itself
through images of the Orient, and Chandler uses “decorative
images, especially Oriental accoutrements and gratuitous
embellishments, to suggest vanity and decadence”.22 This
suggestion of decadence is significant, as it links individual
characters like General Sternwood to the general and non-
specified “Orientals” who appear in the novels only as exten-
sions of Chandler’s own racist fears.

Sean McCan notes that “Chandler’s most villainous figures are
the decadent elite of the non-producing classes”.23 Similar
descriptions apply both to members of the non-producing
classes, such as General Sternwood, his employer, and to those
characters who maintain the façade of what Marlowe sees as
“exotic decadence”. The pejorative tone of Marlowe’s descrip-
tion of Geiger’s store, in which the articles in the window are
described as “junk”, is typical of the xenophobia of the novels,
and Marlowe’s uneasiness regarding such oriental embellish-
ments is disturbingly deep-rooted. In the description of
Geiger’s bookshop, it is significant that he is initially excluded
from the shop. He is unable to see inside because of the
“Chinese screens” that back the windows, and this exclusion is
echoed by his inability to see through the plate-glass door
because “the store was very dim”. In this way the bookshop
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becomes a metaphor for the exotic, for the “inscrutable”
Oriental, whose dark and sinister interior, in the rhetoric of
the novels, is hidden behind an elaborate display. Such a
metaphor of inscrutability echoes that of the black customers
of Florian’s bar in Farewell, My Lovely, whose only function in
the novel is to provide “an emblem of the inscrutability of
black society” to Marlowe, the white detective.

The notion of display, and the idea that such display hides
some sort of sinister “heart of darkness” beneath it, is soon
highlighted by Marlowe’s discovery that Geiger, who claims to
be a dealer in “Rare Books and De Luxe Editions” (p. 9), uses
the shop as a front for a pornographic lending library, what
Marlowe describes as a “lending library of elaborate smut”
(p.22). The division between external show and interior reality
that such a situation emphasises is a common theme in
Chandler’s fiction, and is related thematically to the portrayal
of Los Angeles as a city without a centre. It finds its most
obvious manifestation in the portrayal of personal identity.
However, throughout the novels the problem of the unknowa-
bility of identity is emphasised. Significantly, as Liahna
Babener notes, “[v]irtually every one of Chandler’s novels
pivots on a case of mistaken, disguised, or altered identity”.24

Furthermore, the fact that Geiger’s “Rare Book” store, with its
“Chinese screens” and “oriental junk”, is in fact a bookshop
dealing in pornographic photographs, makes explicit the link

between the exotic – in particular the “Oriental” – and the
erotic in Chandler’s novels. Such an identification is typical of
the construction of the Other in cultural imperialist narra-
tives, and in this way the erotic, as it is linked to the exotic,
manifests itself most obviously in Chandler’s novels in the
form of what Marlowe identifies as the sexual deviancy of the
Other. Such “deviancy” is defined in the novels in opposition
to the “normative” sexuality of the United States which
Marlowe supposedly represents.

The identification of the relationship between the exotic, and
in particular the Orient, and the perceived sexual deviancy of
the Other is even more pronounced in Marlowe’s description
of Geiger’s home. Here, the division between the public “insti-
tutional” space of Geiger’s place of work, and the private
“interior” space of his home is significant. The Oriental
“accoutrements” in Geiger’s home do not mask or disguise
some real identity beneath, but rather, as in Conrad’s Heart of
Darkness, they take the place of that identity in its absence. It is
the possibility of such emptiness at the heart of identity, rather
than imagined external threats, that finally undermines it.
According to Marlowe:

It had … plaster walls decked out with strips of Chinese
embroidery, and Chinese and Japanese prints in grained
wood frames [and] there was a thick pinkish Chinese
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rug. … There were floor cushions, bits of old silk tossed
around [and] two … standing lamps with jade-green
shades and long tassels. (p.25)

What is significant about Geiger’s house, with its “Chinese and
Japanese prints”, its “Chinese rug”, and the “jade-green” shades
of the lamps, is that it becomes, as Frederic Jameson notes, the
place for “[an]other line of ‘work’, namely nude photography
with a view towards blackmail”,25 effectively breaking down
the division between the public and the private, the mask and
the reality, which initially appears to structure the novel. It is
here that Marlowe discovers Carmen Sternwood, wearing
nothing but “a pair of long jade earrings” (p. 26). He also
discovers the dead body of Geiger, wearing “Chinese slippers”
and a “Chinese embroidered coat” (p. 26). In addition to the
camera which Geiger used to take nude photographs, and
which links Geiger’s private life to his place of work, Marlowe
also discovers a flagon containing ether and laudanum (p. 26),
thus extending the perceived sexual deviancy of the Orient
suggested by this scene to encompass a moral deviancy in the
form of the consumption of opiates. In this scene, the related
themes of exotic sexuality, moral deviancy, and criminal
activity come together to exemplify the fear of the Other as a
threat to social and moral order that pervades Chandler’s
fiction.

In Farewell, My Lovely, this pattern of Oriental imagery is
repeated when Lindsay Marriott hires Marlowe to buy back a
Fei Tsui jade necklace from the thieves who have stolen it. This
assignment leads Marlowe to the sort of liminal situation
between the “normal” and the exotic that he is often forced to
explore. Throughout the novels, however, the boundaries
between the “normal” and the “exotic”, or Other, are fluid,
reflecting the changing environment of a multicultural Los
Angeles. However, it is the simultaneous fluidity and inflexibil-
ity of mid-twentieth century American society that allows the
detective to function, as in Walter Mosley’s Easy Rawlins
novels, in which a black detective is hired by white employers
to navigate the black communities of Los Angeles from which
they themselves are excluded. Such liminal situations are also
highlighted in The Big Sleep, which begins with the famous
description of Marlowe “calling on four million dollars” (p. 3),
where the societal divisions are economic, rather than ethnic.
This liminality is echoed in the episode at Geiger’s bookshop,
where Marlowe pointedly stops and describes the store
frontage, including the front door, from the outside. In the
episode at Geiger’s house, Marlowe hears gunshots, and to get
into the house he runs and “[gives] the door the heavy
shoulder” (p. 24), ruefully acknowledging afterwards that
“[a]bout the only part of a California house you can’t put your
foot through is the front door” (pp. 24—5). Significantly, as a
portal between two cultures, the front door is impenetrable, in

Ch6.7



SIGNATURES

contrast with the more permeable boundary of the wall that
supposedly separates them.

Marlowe’s assignment in Farewell, My Lovely is similarly
liminal, touching on a nerve of cultural sensitivity, and
involves accompanying Marriott to make the exchange with
the thieves who have stolen the jade necklace. The exchange
takes place at the end of a dirt road, blocked by “a white-
painted barrier” (p. 207), and by passing the barrier, Marlowe
passes from the normal to the exotic, from the familiar,
knowable world of the United States, to what his sense of
alienation vis-à-vis the United States constructs as the threat-
ening, unfamiliar, unknowable world of the exotic Orient.
However, the corollary to this is that the “knowable” world of
the United States is knowable only in opposition to the appar-
ently unknowable world of the exotic Other. When Marlowe is
knocked unconscious, and Marriott murdered, the only clue
that Marlowe has is a cigarette case he finds on Marriott’s
body. It is “a Chinese or Japanese silk cigarette case” (p. 234),
and the rest of Marlowe’s description encapsulates his attitude
towards the Orient. He says that the cigarette case is “a trade
article that might have cost thirty-five to seventy-five cents in
any Oriental store … where a nice-mannered Jap hisses at you,
laughing heartily when you say that the Moon of Arabia
incense smells like the girls in Frisco Sadie’s back parlour” (p.
234). The parallel between the incense and the girls in Frisco

Sadie’s suspicious “back parlour” once again link the Orient –
the exotic – to sexual acts beyond Marlowe’s perceived
‘American’ norms, while the contents of the cigarette case
further link the Orient to moral depravity (as it is viewed in
Chandler’s fiction) in the form of drugs. Furthermore, it
extends the perception of the Orient in Chandler’s novels
beyond the Far East of China and Japan to encompass India
and even Eastern Europe. The cigarette case contains “Russian
cigarettes” of “Indian hemp” and “American hashish” (p. 233).
The inclusion of “American hashish” challenges the idea of
what is domestic about America.

However, this identification of the exotic with the Orient is
problematised in the novels by extending the identification to
include any country that is “beyond”, or “outside” the United
States. In The Long Goodbye (1953), Mexico becomes the alien
and exotic Other that threatens the social and moral order. It is
revealing that anywhere south of the border is described
without distinction as Mexico, and Roger Wade’s servant, a
Chilean immigrant called Candy, is described by everybody
but himself as Mexican. Although he says “I speak good
English, not?”, he reminds Marlowe of his otherness when he
adds, “[b]ut I think Spanish. Sometimes I think with a
knife”.26 His otherness, he suggests, is more than just a surface
difference of appearances and of language. It is an internal
difference, an otherness of thought and of cold-blooded
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violent action, and this apparent difference contributes to
what McCann identifies as the “images of national-racial
corruption” evident in the novel. According to McCann, these
images “focus on the dangers presented by the permeable
border with Mexico”.27 They find their most significant
embodiment in the character of Terry Lennox.

The transformation of the American Terry Lennox (involving
cosmetics, plastic surgery, and the adoption of an alias and a
language that is foreign to him) into Señor Maioranos the
Mexican is an “attempt to abandon his past”, the name
ambiguously indicating the “better years” (“mejor años”) that
his new identity either abandons or promises.28 What is more
significant, however, is that it is not the first such transforma-
tion that he has undergone, suggesting that the “better years”
are ultimately unattainable. Terry Lennox was once Paul
Marston, a soldier badly injured in the Second World War. The
plastic-surgery needed to treat the injuries changed his
external appearance, but for the other characters who knew
Marston, the more significant changes, the internal changes,
were the result of the time he spent “with the limeys” (p.510),
serving in the British army during the war. While Lennox’s
transformation into the Mexican Maioranos is initially just an
act to allow him to escape detection by the United States
police, for Marlowe the transformation runs much deeper. The
cosmetic surgery that makes Lennox look “less Nordic” (p.656)

is just the surface of a transformation that robs him of “any
kind of ethics or scruples” (p.658), of everything but the
surface. Lennox is a hollow man, as he realises at the close of
the novel: “‘In here’ – he tapped his chest with the lighter –
‘there isn’t anything’” (p.659). As McCann observes, “the
surgery that makes Lennox look less Nordic merely completes
a process of degeneration that began when he served in the
British army during World War II”.29 This “degeneration” is
linked, throughout the novels, with the exotic.

If alienation is represented through oriental images in The Big
Sleep, and through Mexican images in The Long Goodbye, in
Farewell, My Lovely it is also represented through European
images. The description of Marriott, and of his house and
possessions, exemplifies this. Besides the Chinese cigarette
case, Marriott also owns a “French enamel cigarette case”
(p.198), and drives “a big foreign car” (p. 205) with right-hand
drive (p.197). Marlowe describes the living-room of Marriott’s
house as “the kind of room where people sit with their feet in
their laps and sip absinthe through lumps of sugar and talk
with high affected voices” (p. 198), and it is this non-produc-
tive decadence, combined with Marriott’s “womanish” appear-
ance (p. 197), that leads Marlowe to describe him as a “pansy”
(p. 208). The various elements of the description are signifi-
cant. The “affected voices” are an example of the artificial
veneer that Marlowe condemns in others, and the “absinthe” is
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a potent symbol of European decadence. Marlowe’s descrip-
tion of Geiger’s bedroom in The Big Sleep as “neat, fussy,
womanish” (p. 27) echoes his description of Marriott, both in
its homophobia, and in its associated Oriental imagery. Both
characters, as Knight observes, “are clearly homosexual”, and
he further notes that “they both die grotesquely, immediately
after being examined with disfavour by Marlowe”.30 Marlowe’s
(and Chandler’s) homophobia has been well documented,31

and the fear of the threat of what he perceives as sexual
deviancy is clearly linked here to the exotic influence of the
Orient, of Mexico, or of Europe. Furthermore, the extent of
the perceived threat is indicated by the finality of the narrative
device employed to remove it, as both characters “die
grotesquely”.

Knight identifies the characteristic homophobia of Chandler’s
novels as just one facet of the “nervous masculinity woven
deeply into the persona’s feelings”;32 the misogyny that also
characterises the novels is another. In this way the general
threat posed by the exotic as that which is beyond or outside is
viewed as a more personal, rather than a national or social,
threat. This characteristic homophobia is identified by many
critics as revealing a latent homosexuality. Knight links this to
his observation that Marlowe “is more perturbed by those who
can get to his body in some way”, and lists sexy women who
can seduce him, rich women who can buy him, homosexuals

who can confuse and seduce him, and doctors who can drug
him, as the chief threats to the body’s vulnerability.33

Significantly, these threats are often signalled by odours
(which are invariably “cloying”), which do not respect bodily
borders. Ralph Willett observes that “[f]oul or steamy air, stale
smells, sweat, cigarette smoke and liquor fumes all function in
the [novels] as signifiers of impurity and moral laxity”.34 Both
Marriott and Geiger wear perfume, and their “moral laxity”, in
Marlowe’s eyes, is clear. Even Terry Lennox’s transformation
“into that which betrays masculinity”,35 indicates his femini-
sation in terms of the perfume he wears. “You’ve got nice
clothes and perfume”, says Marlowe, “and you’re as elegant as a
fifty-dollar whore” (p. 659). That Marlowe should describe
what he sees as the “impure” and “morally lax” Lennox as a
prostitute is revealing. Gill Plain, therefore, identifies a
“considerable phobia” in Chandler’s depiction of femininity,
and points to a link “between femininity and corruption” as
the source of this phobia.36

Women, like homosexuals, the Orient, Mexico, and Europe,
are made alien or exotic and “Other”, once more making
explicit the relationship between the exotic and the erotic. The
personal threat that the Other poses, however, arises only
when the Other gains the ability to cross borders and trans-
gress boundaries, with the Sternwood sisters in The Big Sleep
exemplifying this transgressive threat. McCann points to the
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predatory nature of both sisters, and identifies them as
vampiric.37 Carmen has “little sharp predatory teeth”, and her
face “lacks colour” (p. 4), while Vivian has “hot black eyes”, and
“black and wiry hair … parted in the middle” (p. 13). Her face
is “taut, pale, beautiful and wild”, and her lips are “red and
harsh” (p. 105). The exotic, decadent sisters are clearly
vampires in more than just their “bled out” appearance and
their relation to their vampiric father.38 Dolores Gonzalez, in
The Little Sister (1949), is similarly predatory, and, except for
her tan, she has the same vampiric appearance as the
Sternwood sisters. She too, like the sisters, leaches men of
“vitality”,39 and it is this that links all three characters to the
penetrative act of blood-sucking that characterises the
vampire. It is this quality of the sisters that threatens
Marlowe’s corporeal boundaries. Vivian kisses Marlowe
during an attempted seduction, and “her breath [goes] into
[his] mouth” (p. 107), but when the attempted seduction fails,
she tears a handkerchief apart with her teeth, and tells
Marlowe that she would like to cut his throat (pp. 108—9).
Carmen shows up naked in his bed, but this attempt to seduce
Marlowe also fails, like Vivian’s attempt before her. Carmen’s
eyes become “dead”, and her face looks like “scraped bone”
(pp.112—3). Even when the Sternwood sisters “give him both
barrels” (pp.110), Marlowe struggles to resist their vampiric
seductive advances, and keep his personal identity and corpo-
reality intact.

This gender-reversal of the act of penetrative sex, and the
corporeal invasion it implies, is reflected not only in Marlowe’s
homophobia, but also in his fear and distrust of doctors “who
keep turning up to fill him with drugs”.40 Being “filled with
drugs” suggests two of the threats posed by the Other. The first
is that of the penetration of corporeal boundaries, and here
the syringe becomes an image of sexual penetration. The
syringe, like the vampire’s teeth and the penis, is exotic in that
it comes from beyond or outside corporeal boundaries, and it
is threatening since it does not respect these boundaries. It is
revealing that another title used to describe Marlowe’s profes-
sion, a “private dick”, “suggests a disinclination to share his
sexuality”.41 The second threat posed by the syringe is that of
the moral degeneracy associated with drug-taking in
Chandler’s novels, as is evident in the descriptions of both
Marriott and Geiger. It is therefore significant that the doctors
in question are often depicted either as drug-addicts or as
“foreign” in Chandler’s novels. In Farewell, My Lovely,
Marlowe is drugged and locked up by a Doctor Sonderborg,
whose voice has “the slightest possible foreign accent” (p. 287),
and here the personal threat to Marlowe embodies Chandler’s
more general xenophobic fears regarding the permeability of
national and social boundaries. The personalised sexual and
moral threat that Sonderborg poses for Marlowe is linked to
the transgression of boundaries and borders of which he is
capable, and it is this capability, in Chandler’s view, that char-
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acterises his threat to both personal, as well as national and
social, identity.

The exotic, then, has much in common with Julia Kristeva’s
notion of the abject. The abject, according to Kristeva, is that
which is “opposed to I”,42 and this reflects the personal threat
which the exotic poses for Marlowe. Kristeva goes on to
describe the abject as that which is “radically excluded”,43 and
such exclusion reflects the Otherness of the exotic as it
manifests itself in Chandler’s novels. This exclusion is a
defence against the exotic, the Other, because, as Kristeva
notes, the abject is that which “does not respect borders,
positions, rules”. It is “the in-between, the ambiguous, the
composite”, and it is characterised by that which is “immoral,
sinister, scheming, and shady”.44 If the exotic is what charac-
terises the villains in Chandler’s novels, then what charac-
terises the exotic itself is abjection.

If the villains in Chandler’s fiction can be identified not just as
those who commit crimes, but also as those who pose a
personal threat to Marlowe, then the characteristics of the
abject also neatly characterise Chandler’s villains. Those char-
acters who do not respect borders are numerous. Carmen and
Vivian Sternwood, due to their vampiric nature, fall into this
category, and it is significant that Carmen manages to get into
the private space of Marlowe’s apartment, thus transgressing

yet another boundary. Less obviously, Moose Malloy in
Farewell, My Lovely also transgresses boundaries, but in this
case those boundaries are racial. By dragging Marlowe into a
black bar at the opening of the novel, he reverses the polarity
of Self and Other briefly to identify himself and Marlowe as
the exotic, as that which arrives from outside or beyond, an
inversion which is evident in the opening of Mosley’s Devil in
a Blue Dress. Terry Lennox, through his transformation from
American to Mexican, also becomes the abject, by failing to
respect both national boundaries, and the boundaries between
reality and artifice, and between truth and make-believe.
Throughout Chandler’s novels, members of the acting profes-
sion fall into the same category of the abject. In The Little
Sister, Leila Quest (who changes her name to Mavis Weld), is
an actress in more than the obvious sense. She has reinvented
herself in an attempt to escape her past, a pattern that is
repeated in the other novels. In Farewell, My Lovely, the
identity of the wealthy woman of fashion, Helen Grayle, hides
that of “Little Velma” Valentino, former show-girl, and it is
revealing that her reinvention also disposes of the ethnic back-
ground that her name suggests. In Chandler’s xenophobic
fiction, integration into “democratic” American society
demands the denial of ethnicity, as in the case of Dimitrios
Aleidis in Farewell, My Lovely. In The Lady in the Lake (1944),
Mildred Haviland escapes her criminal past by reinventing
herself and assuming a series of false identities – Muriel Chess,
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Crystal Kingsley, and finally, Mrs. Fallbrook. Terry Lennox
exemplifies the same aspect of the abject, reinventing himself
to escape a burdensome past. What all of these “reinvented”
characters have in common is a desire to protect their future
identities from the return of their past identities.

Marlowe, as a detective, often embodies the threatening return
of the past, and such a situation is significant. Clients in
Chandler’s novels “often hire the detective to keep a secret
from becoming known”,45 for example by paying off a black-
mailer in The Big Sleep, or by recovering a stolen coin in The
High Window (1943). Marlowe’s solution of the crime,
however, involves a reversal of chronological narrative order,
and this invariably lets the past loose on the present, destroy-
ing the carefully constructed identities of the reinvented char-
acters who have attempted to escape their pasts by denying
them. The past, in this way, is exotic. It comes from beyond or
outside the present to threaten order and unity. By transgress-
ing temporal boundaries, and threatening order and unity, the
past can also be seen as the abject. The past intrudes on the
present from outside or beyond it, and in transgressing
temporal boundaries it fractures the unified self-identity of
the human subject. Just as Marlowe guards against the abject,
the transgressive Other, in an attempt to maintain the borders
of a subjectivity under siege, so too do Marlowe’s clients
struggle to prevent the past from encroaching upon the

present. Marlowe, however, is directly responsible for the
transgressionary havoc that the past wreaks on the lives of his
clients. In this way, Marlowe himself becomes the abject. He is
that which does not respect borders, positions, or rules.

An examination of Marlowe’s character, his investigative tech-
niques, and his narrative methods, reveals the extent of his
abjection. Marlowe’s similarities to those characters identified
as “exotic”, and often punished as a result, are pronounced.
Knight observes that Marlowe’s “name, class position, and
education all make him clearly a marginal figure”,46 and this
marginal status marks him as an outsider. The name “Philip
Marlowe” has drawn the attention of both literary critics and
characters in the world of Chandler’s novels. In The Long
Goodbye, a girl at a cocktail party asks Marlowe if his name is
spelt “[w]ith an ‘e’ or not” (p. 505), and proceeds to link the
name to Christopher Marlowe, quoting Doctor Faustus and
then asking Marlowe if he has “[b]een writing any poetry
lately” (p. 506). In this way, Marlowe is made strange or alien
both spatially, by being associated with England, as Terry
Lennox is, and temporally, by being associated with a
sixteenth-century playwright. Knight echoes the girl at the
cocktail party when he observes that “the resonances of the
name are certainly artistic, undemotic and unAmerican”, and
goes on to conclude that “this nuance is supported by names
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resonant with medieval allegorical romance such as Grayle,
Quest, Sternwood”.47

Marlowe’s “artistic, undemotic and unAmerican” character, in
the terms of Chandler’s novels, alienates him from what
McCann identifies as “the demotic and mundane features of
everyday life”,48 and, in particular, everyday American life.
Marlowe’s “hyperliterary interior monologue” excludes him
from a “cultural democracy” free of the cultural hierarchy and
class stratification which a common language would
eliminate.49 It is significant that the unproductive, exploitative
wealthy classes in Chandler’s novels – regardless of their
origins and how they have reached their positions – attempt to
elevate themselves above the newly emergent “urban, ethnic
working class” that they exploit, and in so doing, deny them-
selves a democratic American identity.50 Marriott, like
Marlowe, is also artistic, speaks an undemotic, alien English,
and is, as far as Marlowe is concerned, vaguely and suspi-
ciously “unAmerican”. Furthermore, Marlowe is linked to
Marriott by more than just the same first letter to their
surnames. He is with Marriott when he is killed. This identifi-
cation of the figure of the detective with the murder victim
also occurs in The Big Sleep, where Marlowe very nearly takes
the place of Rusty Regan in a re-enactment of his murder,
while in The Long Goodbye, Mrs. Wade comments that the
name of her first love had the same initials as Marlowe’s name,

again suggesting a link between Marlowe and the abject Terry
Lennox/Paul Marston. In Farewell, My Lovely, Marlowe is
knocked unconscious with the same weapon that kills
Marriott, and Mrs. Grayle murders Malloy in Marlowe’s
bedroom. According to Knight, “[i]t is clear that Mrs. Grayle’s
victims are proxies for Marlowe, and it is most interesting that
one is big and macho, one distinctly effeminate – apparently
two aspects of the hero”.51

These “two aspects” of the hero are reflected in Marlowe’s “two
voices”. The tough-talking persona that Marlowe presents to
others is in direct contrast with the interior, ruminative voice
employed in his narration, and it is this distinction between
public and private voices that leads Knight to acknowledge
that “privacy and a sense of theatrical performance are central
to Marlowe’s world-view”.52 Such a division between inner
reality and outer show in the character of Marlowe is a further
example of the division between inner and outer that charac-
terises the exotic. That such a division, upon which a defini-
tion of the exotic depends, should also characterise Marlowe,
is significant. In The Big Sleep, Marlowe’s self-mocking
adoption of the persona “Doghouse Reilly” in his exchange
with Carmen Sternwood (p. 4) both parodies the genre of
which he is part, and exhibits a knowing irony towards
himself, and towards his place in that genre. It is also this role-
playing that he censures in others as that which transgresses
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the boundaries between fiction and reality. Marlowe’s roles,
the public personae he presents to others, are varied, but are
characterised in every instance by “Marlowe’s acceptance of a
language that seems unnatural to him”.53 Like Candy, the
Chilean immigrant in The Long Goodbye, Marlowe speaks a
language that is alien to him. According to Chandler, “[t]here
can be no greater mistake than to think that we [Americans]
and the English people speak the same language”,54 and it is
Marlowe’s manner of using a language that is not his own that
allows him to infiltrate American society that simultaneously
alienates him, and marks him as Other.

It is significant that Marlowe’s characteristic alienation should
parallel that of his creator, Raymond Chandler. Chandler was
born in America to an American father and an Irish mother,
but after his parents separated, he was brought up and
educated in England, only returning to America at the age of
twenty-four. Like Marlowe, Chandler was a divided individual,
and once said that if he ever wrote a non-fiction book “it
would probably turn out to be the autobiography of a split
personality”.55 Chandler’s divided identity echoes that of his
most famous creation, Philip Marlowe. Marlowe’s Otherness
marks him as exotic, while his attempts to disguise this
Otherness both make him more “American” and mark him as
the abject.

Marlowe’s use of a language that is alien to him thus becomes
a form of transgression, and it is his proclivity towards trans-
gressing boundaries that further identifies Marlowe as the
abject. This transgression is of two forms. The first is a simple
transgression of physical boundaries, as in Farewell, My Lovely,
when Marlowe accompanies Marriott to make the exchange
with the jewel thieves, and passes “a white-painted barrier” at
the end of a dirt road. This form of transgression involves tres-
passing on private property, or breaking and entering, and is
clearly related to the concern with liminality evident in the
novels. In The Big Sleep, Marlowe breaks into Geiger’s home
on two separate occasions. In The High Window, he breaks into
the office of a dealer in rare coins called Morningstar, and also
into the office of a dentist called Teager. Besides the obvious
transgressionary nature of breaking and entering, Marlowe
must often gain entry into areas from which class, money, or
race would normally exclude him. His entry into what Moose
Malloy calls a “dinge joint” (p.172) in Farewell, My Lovely is
revealing in this respect. “Their essential foreignness to the
‘dinge joint’ around them”,56 is suggestive of the “inscrutabil-
ity” of the alien and exotic blacks in the bar, but it also marks
both Marlowe and Malloy as being alien and exotic them-
selves.

By embodying everything that characterises the exotic and the
abject in Chandler’s novels, Marlowe himself becomes exotic
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and abject, and in this way the exotic can be identified not as
that which comes from outside or beyond, but as that which
comes from inside, or within. Such an identification does
more than simply deconstruct the representation of the exotic
in Chandler’s novels. It indicates that the threat to unified
subjectivity presented by the transgressive nature of the exotic,
of the abject, is not an external threat, but an internal one. If
the abject is that which “pulverises the subject”,57 then such
“pulverisation” comes from within.

As an embodiment of individual white male identity in a
multicultural environment, Marlowe does more than merely
reflect Chandler’s xenophobic view of American national
identity. He highlights the impossibility of a division between
self and other, between internal and external, and between
“normal” and “exotic” that such xenophobia implies. Like the
hollow man Terry Lennox, and like Philip Marlowe, Los
Angeles is a city without a true centre. As a microcosm for the
United States in the forties and fifties, Chandler’s Los Angeles,
with its lack of a true “inner” identity, highlights the fact that
American identity is multiple. Just as there is “nothing” inside
Terry Lennox, there is no true “inner” American identity
beneath the multicultural surface of the United States. The
surface is the reality. Chandler makes this clear in his appeal to
a “native” American culture in Farewell, My Lovely in the form
of the Native American Second Planting, but the appeal is half-

hearted. Second Planting has been corrupted by “the slimy dirt
of cities” (p. 262), and by the “preoccupation with façade” that
characterises Chandler’s Los Angeles.58 He calls himself a
“Hollywood Indian” (p. 262), and his appearance and speech
reinforce this description. He calls his employer, Jules Amthor,
a “great white father”, and a car is “a fiery chariot”, until
Marlowe tells him to “[c]ut out the pig Latin” (p. 262), and the
“fiery chariot” becomes a “car”. More significantly, the name
Second Planting suggests the absence of an originary, primal
American identity, emphasising instead the notion of a trans-
planted identity.

Ironically, the target audience of Chandler’s fiction exemplifies
the shifting notions of American national identity during the
first half of the twentieth century which Chandler’s fiction, in
its racism and xenophobia, clearly captures. As McCann notes,
during the twenties the pulps (in which Chandler began his
writing career) “were a reviled form of publication”, and the
urban working class which formed their target audience
“appeared outside the mainstream of American life”.59 By the
mid-thirties, however, the “urban, ethnic working class, which
only a short time before had seemed alien rather than
American, came to look like one of the exemplary faces of
American popular identity”.60 If, as Kristeva claims, it is the
denial of one’s own exotic nature, one’s own status as outsider,
that fragments the human subject, then similarly it is the
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denial of the exotic, of the outsider, that fragments national
and social identity, as the elaborate project of denial in
Chandler’s novels make clear. According to Kristeva, “the
foreigner lives within us: he is the hidden face of our
identity”,61 and it is Chandler’s ambivalence regarding his own
sense of alienation that allows him to both accept, and deny,
this identity.
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