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A note to anyone who might read this below. This chapter was not included in France and the American Tropics for a variety of reasons, including the need to reduce the length of the book. What you read below did not reach the stage of final revisions or, obviously, the copyediting stage. Readers may be able to mine it for primary source quotations, if for nothing else. Even though this material is not copyrighted, the author trusts that users will cite my web site where others may check the text. Thank you. 

Early French Impressions, Images and Stereotypes of the Caribbean

Introduction

This chapter examines the various French reactions to the tropical American world during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Although impressions of those exotic places, and the resultant images and stereotypes that emerged, were not direct causes of French colonial projects in that area, they help explain the contexts. To some extent, impressions of the Caribbean formed prior to French settlements there, largely as a result of translated Spanish books. To some extent, however, these mental pictures were also consequences of French experiences overseas. The fact that Canada (or New France) acquired a reputation as a cold, bleak, unhealthy place reflected both actual conditions there as well as frustration with the lack of easily accessible wealth there. That the American Tropics meant to many a site of glamorous, if dangerous pursuits of plunder reflected the realities of Spanish and Portuguese activities and that of French corsair exploits there, no doubt embellished by returned warriors. The occasional triumphs and booty help explain the South Atlantic’s and Caribbean’s attractiveness to French adventurers. 

Deciphering impressions and images of the Caribbean is a challenging task for many reasons, which even a book such as this one intended for a diverse audience must undertake. The use of the term “impressions” refers to an era of first, tentative knowledge of the “new world,” very roughly corresponding to the century and a half prior to 1650. Primarily in the second half of the seventeenth century, many of these “impressions” hardened into more permanent and difficult to alter “images,” or more-firmly held representations of that tropical world. The use of the term stereotypes indicates a further hardening of perceptions into more permanent, shorthand, thoughtless reactions. These distinctions, both conceptually and chronologically, are here deployed solely for the purpose of simplifying a complex subject. For example, late seventeenth century readers of Father Dutertre’s description of Carib “cannibals” may have been ignorant of a century of stereotypes about their supposed preferred viands; just as some readers today first exposed to descriptions of Aztec human sacrificial practices or to the “headhunters” of New Guinea might be oblivious to centuries of previous commentary, and to the stereotypes about such exotic customs.  In another illustration that impressions do not necessarily lead to images that over time result in stereotypes in some mechanistic and chronological fashion, some sixteenth century French responses to news of America were more interesting, fresh and creative than the increasingly stereotypical and often trivialized reactions of the following century.


The following pages examine literary materials and thus reflect the views of at most one twentieth of the French population. Most people were either illiterate, restricted to “vulgar” materials such as almanacs and chapbooks or if highly literate uninterested in peoples and places deemed savage or of little consequence. Contemporary students of writings aimed at the marginally literate have found few references to the Americas.
 The two centuries under examination preceded the development of a public sphere in the eighteenth century when newspapers, pamphlets and cheap books allowed minimally literate people to extend their knowledge of the world beyond their neighborhood. No doubt returning sailors, explorers and colonists spread information in the taverns and lodgings of the port towns and Paris, and one may guess that they emphasized the wondrous and monstrous aspects for audiences and perhaps displayed souvenirs from exotic lands far across the ocean. A maxim of the era suggested that he who returns from afar is able to lie grotesquely and gratuitously. All that can be said with relative certainty is that common Frenchmen displayed little enthusiasm for leaving their abodes to settle permanently in dangerous new lands, even though they lived in troublesome and even dangerous times. One may deduce that popular impressions of lands to the west were unfavorable, or not favorable enough to overcome the natural fear of never seeing the place of one’s birth again. The majority of the some 50, 000 who did undertake the passage overseas were indentured servants, the vast majority of who intended to return home after the conclusion of their contracts.


Even to understand the views of literate Frenchmen is a daunting task. How many copies of any particular relevant work - cosmography, travel relation, missionary account, buccaneer tale etc. - constituted one edition? Who bought and who read these books? The scholar is reduced to noting how many editions or printings of any particular work appeared, and how often a writer was cited. For example, the current student awed by the intelligence of Michel de Montaigne’s now famous essay “Cannibals” would be puzzled by how little seed it germinated in the cold and stony soil of a seventeenth-century French cultural climate of absolutism and religious orthodoxy.  The overwhelming majority of the important sources on the Caribbean aborigines and flora and fauna had but one printing, and some work remained in manuscript.
 One would search in vain among the works of such seventeenth-century intellectuals as Descartes, Pascal, Corneille, Molière and Racine for significant references to the Americas.  


The above complications pale in comparison to the issue of how consumers of these writings “read” them. It is a truism, although sometimes presented as a great discovery in some circles today, that descriptions of the Americas often tell the reader more about the writer than the subject matter purported to be described. No doubt, this self-reflexive characteristic applied especially to writers with no direct experience overseas, for example the authors of popular cosmographies whose information about all areas of the world in one volume resembles a fast food buffet of high calorie and low nutrition foods. All authors, including those with significant first hand experience, more or less unconsciously filtered their information on the basis of regional, class, religious and even professional biases, and they had a variety of motives for writing. Some, perhaps most, wished to entertain and educate simultaneously. Some, perhaps most, desired to convert the reader to some cause, especially as government ministers or officials of colonial companies or religious interests promoted some of these accounts. Those who wished to sell their books understood the need to sprinkle them with marvels, most often of the grotesquely monstrous sort. The National Inquirer would have been tempted to hire a few of our authors. Others, like some historians today, were self-proclaimed boring stylists, and proud that literary artifices did not detract from the information provided. In the latter category, not surprisingly, were regular clerics (monks) seemingly proud that the austerity of their prose matched that (en principe) of their table.

Great care must be taken when these writings are used to prove this or that, for example that an aboriginal group practiced a certain custom such as cannibalism. However, the student of impressions and images of the Americas need not be so concerned because the truth or falseness of any account is relatively unimportant. What is important when reading these materials is to attempt to gauge how readers then were likely to interpret passages. Particular words of that era often had different connotations than they do today. When authors, for example, repeatedly use the term désert to characterize the lush, green islands of the Caribbean, we are alerted to the problem. That American aborigines lived “naturally” may appear to be a positive assessment, as indeed it was to some contemporary readers, but why then did so many authors speak of the need to “reduce” them from natural liberty to the state of civilization? The French term for savage, sauvage, was occasionally employed in the relatively neutral sense primitive is used in academic circles today; usually when an author wished to express dismay about primitive cultures other terms such as barbares or idolâtres served.
 When pitying their condition, the words “our poor savages” frequently appear but never these ”poor barbarians” or idolaters. In traditional Christian theology, God created nature as man’s setting and as moral tutor; but far from being perfect, nature too had shared with man the corruption entailed by the loss of Eden. Man had to overcome the thorns and thistles of nature and to combat dangerous fauna to survive and prosper. Though not every observer in these two centuries viewed natural man as negatively as Thomas Hobbes, standard views certainly differed from those of Jean Jacques Rousseau and the Romantic school after ca. 1760.
 

The more one knows about sixteenth and especially seventeenth- century cultural beliefs the less one is tempted to interpret in any positive sense such stock assertions that “Indians” lived “without king, faith or laws.” Far from being a cry for freedom from the oppressive structures of state and church, as it might have been to some Enlightenment champions, this phrase almost certainly evoked negative reactions from readers horrified by the chaos, even anarchy of these earlier centuries.
 For most European intellectuals, monarch, bishop and magistrate stood as the bulwarks of order, of civilization itself. To be deprived of these was to live in a state of heathen savagery or barbarism, exactly the terms most used to describe the cultural state of American aborigines.


What then did sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Europeans make of these new lands and peoples? French writers shared enough to permit some generalizations, prior to examining changes over time. Most authors demonstrated scant interest in Caribbean flora and fauna, excepting marvelous items such as parrots and pineapples, iguanas and flying fish; or horrifying ones such as island vermin which demanded a Dante or a Hieronymous Bosch to depict their hellish torments. Most observers disdainfully dismissed alien peoples as idolaters and thus tools of the devil. To avoid asking questions about other peoples and their different ways of being human is altogether typical, then and now. How many people today ignore those not in our clique, our circle, our class, our perceived communities? And is that reaction not more typical of times and communities beset with turbulence? Whether one accepts to use the term “crisis” to describe most or all of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, or not, it must be agreed that the four horsemen of the apocalypse wildly galloped through Europe.  

Paradoxically, those few observers genuinely interested to know about strange lands and peoples could not start to understand them or integrate that knowledge into their world view unless they had pre-existing intellectual categories allowing them to do so.
 At the same time, this mental equipment caused some measure of tunnel vision, as information beyond the scope of these categories would usually be ignored or trivialized.
 These categories were the fruit of the lengthy grafting process of classical and Christian traditions. Unfortunately for historians, a true hybrid of these traditions had not emerged, and various interpreters of the “new world” drew upon these traditions differently. Those writers most impacted by Renaissance humanism, with its more tolerant stance toward non-Christian traditions, were more likely to “understand” the American aborigines. Examples include Peter Martyr d’Anghiera and Michel de Montaigne.


Almost all writers accepted that God created the world and all objects in it at one time with purpose or design. Man could understand some or all of that design through God’s word in Scriptures and through the use of God- given reason. For example, it was assumed that God provided local cures for local diseases, and it was man’s task to discover them. Both Christian and important strains of the classical tradition viewed all human beings as rational animals having a soul. Differences among human groups, not similarities, most interested observers convinced of the basic sameness of all God’s creatures, that is, that they had souls and the use of reason. Although some conquistadors and their apologists thought otherwise, Pope Paul III settled the issue of “Indian”’ humanity in 1537. That hardly resolved other problems such as their physiological and cultural differences from the European norm, but at least thoughtful writers found themselves obliged to seek answers within certain doctrinal limits.


Almost inevitably, natural and moral phenomena unfamiliar to European observers were understood to be similar to or different from Old World types. Thus, American aborigines’ physiology or customs were in various respects similar or dissimilar to ancient Scythians, Picts, Jews or others less connected to historical and geographical reality. The same applied to “New World” flora and fauna. American “crocodiles” compared to African ones. Hutias resembled rabbits. Anacondas were giant snakes, and manatees sea cows. These were engagingly easy comparisons. That giant iguanas were similar to small dragons; that papayas resembled peaches and that the flesh of the banana had the texture of bone marrow perhaps stretched comparisons. But after all, without photography and with but a handful of artists in the field-though Jacques Le Moyne, and John White for Florida and Carolina and the Dutchman Frans Post were excellent ones- what choice did painters of words really have? Do we still not say that iguana or rabbit taste like chicken? Or that ostrich is similar to veal?


While on the subject of taste, it is appropriate to note the utilitarian approach of many writers of this era who sought to guide as well as entertain the reader, who might be a potential colonist, or recruiter of colonists.  Such and such an animal or plant is edible or poisonous; if edible, the item has this or that impact on the “humors” of the body. For example, green sea turtles are often praised for their taste, but some authors warn against consuming excess amounts. Non-edible plants were of interest if they contained medically valuable properties or could be used as dyes. Guaiacum and sassafras barks received exuberant praise for their presumed prophylactic powers against syphilis and other diseases. Many considered tobacco a panacea, although others were skeptical. None of this is very surprising. That highly valued mahogany and palms received far more space than  “worthless” trees still makes much sense to those who are not professional botanists or ecologists. Do we not pay more attention to the possible extinction of western U.S. salmon than of the snail darter; of the condor than of some species of field mouse along the Gulf Coast beaches? 


Many observers of American aborigines assumed that all human groups and individuals have both positive and negative characteristics. Classical tradition, although heavily preferring the “civilized” to the “barbarian,” nevertheless asserted that the latter possessed stronger and healthier bodies, even if weaker in intellect. Thus they made excellent servants and slaves! The Christian belief in the stain of original sin meant that all people except saints committed evil, so there could be no assertion of the absolute superiority of one human group over another. Over and over, missionary writers shamed Christians by pointing to certain virtues of American aborigines or, less frequently, to enslaved Africans. The central question related to how the common descendants of Adam and Eve had diverged so dramatically in the matter of human appearances and customs. Authors who transcended the tools of Satan school usually believed that nature’s light implanted into man a specific set of moral impulses and guideposts. Thus such presumed “Indian” behaviors as cannibalism, incest, bestiality and sodomy that exceeded the normal range of human cultural diversity needed explanation. Some observers had recourse to theories that migrations from the original human centers had led to obfuscation of nature’s moral light. In principle, however, sixteenth- and seventeenth-century observers agreed that Christianity and civilization could transform these “savages,” no matter to what depths they had fallen. The very powers given to conquerors and colonizers almost always stipulated the obligation to convert and “reduce” the savages to civilization. Of course, rhetoric and practice remained abysmally separate, most of the time.


Were my readers able to sample a variety of writings about the Caribbean in these two centuries, they would find a number of concerns repeatedly expressed and often addressed by colonial propagandists. First, and perhaps most universal, was the fear of the ocean and the terror of the passage. Next, many worried about the constant heat and humidity and sicknesses of a tropical climate, which respected authors back to Aristotle had described as inhospitable to man. Those at all familiar with the Caribbean demonstrated anxiety about its sharks, poisonous snakes and huge, voracious insects; wondered about a land which lacked wheat and wine (although surprisingly little was written about the local unavailability of olive oil and cheese); expressed strong concern about life among cannibals and the type of social “scum” assumed to inhabit such distant places.


What has been said above about European observers certainly applies to most French writers. Were there any distinct, specifically French “takes” on these questions? How did “French” authors differ from the dominant Iberian observers of the sixteenth century, and why? How did they differ from Northern European protestant writers, primarily of English and Dutch background? Perhaps most obvious, many French writers were not willing to accept in toto Hispanic images of the New World and its peoples. How easy is it for most Americans today to “understand” Chinese, Iraqui or even French perceptions of reality?

   
The most apparent, somewhat unique French “take” on America concerns the “noble savage” myth. Writers to be discussed below, Michel de Montaigne, Jean de Léry, Charles de Rochefort and the Dominican father Jean-Baptiste Dutertre describe American aborigines in ways that would eventually stimulate the Enlightenment and Romantic era origination of the noble savage. Why? And why was it that French writers have provided the most detailed knowledge of a number of Amerindian groups, from Tupinamba to Island Caribs to Hurons?
 But such assertions simply beg the question. What explains the aptitude of French writers in this area: the strength of humanism in France; the moral uncertainties generated by the horrors of the French religious wars (1560s-1590s); the strength of the Catholic Reformation in seventeenth-century France with its concomitant drive to evangelize the world’s people? Concerns about the similarities and differences of French impressions, images and stereotypes from those of other cultures will be addressed below. 

To add one final complication, “French” reactions to the American tropics conceal the fact that there was no single path to comprehension. Clerics tended to adopt a discourse quite different from humanist commentators. Huguenots often differed in their approach from Catholic authors.  Writers sponsored by colonial companies or government ministers necessarily minimized the dangers of tropical life in order to stimulate colonization. At the risk of stating the obvious, writers write for a specific purpose, and the object matter of their concern is more or less crudely represented according to authorial needs. This trite statement is in fancier dress today viewed as the height of sophisticated analysis.

Initial French Impressions, the Pre-Colonial Era


Thus far has been discussed those general European and French ideas about nature and man in the “new world” typical of most authors during these two centuries. However, even though sharing many basic premises, to varying extent writers differed on approaches and detail. Clearly, it took much of the sixteenth century before French readers had available substantial, relatively reliable information about the Americas; thus the term impressions seems more appropriate than images, which emerged more slowly and circuitously. In his already classic The Old World and the New 1492 - 1650, Sir John H. Elliott argues that the initial impact of America was “uncertain” or “blunted.” To be sure, some excitement about the discoveries can be detected, Elliott avers, but even so it took a century or longer before Europeans were in a position or mood to make much sense of what Columbus and his successors had wrought. He examines with admirable intelligence and brevity the many obstacles in the path of coming to terms with the news and novelties from overseas. He argues that on the whole America did not in this period have a transforming impact on Old World culture. Europeans were able to digest and assimilate the strange reports of wondrous natural and moral phenomena more or less in stride because they expected such bizarre phenomena in such fringe regions. The discoveries did not shock European culture anywhere near the extent victimized aboriginal cultures were. No surprise there. For the most part, Professor Elliott concentrates on the Iberian experience. Given the far greater volume of 16th century Spanish materials on the “new world” than in France, his conceptualization and chronology make much sense for the student of French reactions to the discoveries.


Prior to 1560, French readers had few sources from which to begin the task of assimilating news of and from overseas. Only fifteen to twenty books provided significant information on America, with only a few of these discussing the Caribbean basin as a distinct entity. Strangely, at first sight, most of the popular geographical works of this period did not even mention that a “new world” had come to light.
  Roger Doucet’s study of four important mid 16th century Parisian libraries discovered that two contained only the translation of the (pseudo) Vespucci letter on northern South America, while a third had the French translation of part of Peter Martyr d’Anghiera’s justly famous Decades of the New World and a fourth held both of these plus a translation of Cortes’s letters.
 Of course the owners did not necessarily read these works, or if reading them give serious thought to their implications. Probably the readership of the most popular works did not surpass that of most academic monographs today; which is to say, relatively few people including family, friends, colleagues and university evaluators.


Tempering this impression of what might seem surprising indifference is the fact that news of the incredible luck and achievements of the conquistadors did infiltrate into a France desperately at war with Spain during most of this period. Hernan Cortès and the Pizarros, Montezuma and Atalhuapa, and fabulous Cuzco and Potosì became increasingly familiar through oral reports stimulated by the seizing of some Spanish treasure ships and the translations of Cortès, Martyr and Fernandes de Oviedo from which French geographers diffused the astonishing news.
 America’s mineral riches launched a gold rush mentality among some European readers and adventurers. Those who knew next to nothing about the western lands apparently had heard of golden Peru. 


On the other side of the ocean can be seen the great Peru


of very large dimensions it can be considered another world


where massive quantities of gold have been found.

The word Potosì by the latter part of the sixteenth century had a resonance and meaning similar to that of El Dorado for subsequent centuries. But this fascination with the great Amerindian mainland empires meant continuing relative ignorance of the Caribbean islands whose gold stocks were marginal; except in the port towns of Normandy and Brittany whose privateers and corsairs swarmed into the Caribbean in search of fast fortune by capturing Spanish treasure ships.


French readers of this era were particularly deprived of in depth knowledge of the natural world of the Caribbean. Surely this must be surprising to modern readers nurtured in a world enriched by the Romantic movement and who may harbor tourist-induced images of tropical paradises. Professor Elliott and others have noted how inadequate was the European literary and artistic vocabulary to deal with lush tropical colors and exotic flora and fauna. One of the very best of these writers, Fernandes de Oviedo, threw up his hands in frustration at his inability to create an adequate word picture for his readers, and asserted that only the talent of a great painter such as Leonardo da Vinci could do justice to this landscape.
 To be sure, explorers and conquistadors returned with parrots and pineapples, tortoise shell, toucan feathers and tobacco and these and other collectibles found their way into the cabinets of curiosity such a part of upper class sixteenth century culture. But the love of such singularitez and the haphazard arrangement of these items without reference to historical or ecological context inhibited the development of systematic knowledge of Caribbean flora and fauna or the culture of its aboriginal peoples. These curiosities, especially parrots, bows and arrows and headdress feathers became emblematic of America and as such inhibited knowledge of the whole. Perhaps the equivalent today are foreign observers of the United States who assume that Disneyland and Dollywood, McDonalds and Madonna, and the National Enquirer represent the essence of its culture.


Typical of Renaissance priorities, man in the “New World” evoked much more interest than nature. Even in the paintings of that great naturalist Leonardo, landscape plays second fiddle to humans. The very existence of Amerindians raised a number of interesting and potentially troubling questions. Who were they? Whence had they come? What explains their exotic customs and strange beliefs? Despite the latter, did they possess natural reason? European intellectuals possessed a number of a priori categories in which to squeeze the new peoples. Classically - trained authors such as Peter Martyr d’Anghiera viewed the simple, semi - naked aborigines that Columbus encountered in the Greater Antilles (the Taino) as Golden Age peoples who shunned the artificialities of civilization.
 This view had a significant impact on literary figures of the French Renaissance, especially Pierre Ronsard and Michel de Montaigne. Readers of the popular late medieval real and fictional travels of Marco Polo and John Mandeville, themselves inspired by classical authors such as Herodotus and Pliny,  were familiar with the types of people likely to be found in extremely remote places at the ends of the world. Such stock characters included monstrous cannibals who fattened human children for consumption. When Amerigo Vespucci and Peter Martyr passed on the sensational news that such peoples had been uncovered in Brazil and in the Caribbean, it was easy for many European readers to swallow. Within native European tradition, the figure of the wild man (sauvage in French), a huge, hairy and sometimes dangerous brute living isolated in the nether woods, was familiar to even the illiterate; so much so that it would take decades of repetition that American aborigines abhorred body hair before a disconnect between the two became possible.


Martyr and Vespucci probably most influenced French readers during much of the sixteenth century. Cosmographers swiped nuggets of (mis) information from them, often without attribution. These Italians in the service of Spain humanized the aborigines, even in certain respects idealized them. Martyr’s Taino, representatives of whom he had seen at the Spanish court of the Emperor Charles V  (as Spanish king, Charles I), appear as gentle lambs who avoided many European vices because of their lack of private property. They live “content with few possessions … they are in their golden age … they leave their gardens unfenced, they have neither laws nor books nor judges.” They “would be happy if they were Christians, for they live … without the curse of money …content in the law of nature without worrying about the future.” Unfortunately, adjacent to these lambs were cannibal wolves who preyed on them and who even impregnated captive women to ensure a steady supply of fresh meat. Martyr’s Manichean vision of noble/ignoble savage long influenced European views.
 In contrast, Vespucci describes groups who shared aspects of golden age innocence as well as the evil customs of cannibalism and idolatry. Probably, however, his sensational descriptions of acts of cannibalism most enthralled European readers because a long line of sensationalists such as Hans Staden would sell their books by ever more dramatic accounts of Brazilian man - eating.
 The cosmographers of the era, whose approach combined the best (or worst) of Rupert Murdoch and Larry Flynt, generally selected the most sensational information about the Americans.


In this era, French/Norman sailors had far more familiarity with Brazil and its Tupi speaking inhabitants called Tupinambá than any other “new world” place or peoples.
 French ships, especially from the bustling Seine river port of Rouen, organized the cutting of Brazilwood, which was turned into a prized red dye for cloth. They left interpreters (truchements) along the coast to familiarize themselves with the language and the people. So many French sailors were familiar with the area that the Rouen “chamber of commerce” staged a spectacular entrance ceremony (entrée) for King Henry II and Queen Catherine de Medici in 1550 featuring a “native” Brazilian village and aboriginal war games.
 Some fifty Tupinambá participated in the spectacle, by all accounts a great success since it was repeated later by other cities. This friendly connection with a reputedly cannibal peoples no doubt prepared the French to cope with another such group, the Island Caribs of the Lesser Antilles. It also provided the cultural context for a particular French empathy for (some) native peoples from which emerged essential elements of the noble savage myth.

America emerges in French Consciousness, 1560s - 1610s

Geoffrey Atkinson’s work allows a rough idea of the increase of information about the Americas in this period, even as he makes clear that this recently “discovered” area did not evince as much interest as, for example, the Ottoman empire. Between 1555 and 1610, well over one hundred books contained some information about the New World, with about thirty that may be considered significant vehicles of information.
 Many factors contributed to this upsurge of publications. It became obvious by the1560s that American gold and silver was fueling Spain’s bid to dominate Europe. French friends and foes of Spain read about the conquistadors’ exploits in the translated major works of Francisco Gomara and the Jesuit José de Acosta, as well as in numerous subsidiary books dependent on these two worthies.
 With the emergence of the Wars of Religion in France, 1562 - 94, and the French colonial debacles in Brazil and Florida at the hands of the Iberians, opponents of Spain and its French Catholic allies, mounted a propaganda offensive which attacked tyrannical Spanish conduct in the Indies, and warned that Philip II’s hordes would reduce civilized European opponents to the slavery they imposed on American savages.


It may surprise the reader to learn of French dependence on Spanish writers of the Americas at a time of often-bitter rivalry. First, many French language works such as the popular geography of Abraham Ortelius were printed in Antwerp in the Spanish Netherlands.
 Another part, but only part, of the explanation is that the religious beliefs of the French minority of ultra Catholics pushed them to consider faith as a more important value than political loyalty to sometimes suspect kings. Their sympathy toward Spain made attractive the reading of pro - Hispanic literature. Did not Aztec and Incan treasure allow Spain to exterminate European and French Protestants? Obviously, writers as diverse as Oviedo, Gomara and Acosta most often praised their countrymen even when criticizing some conquistadors for “excesses” against the aborigines. But French opponents of Spain, both Catholics and Huguenots, also read these authors to discover the extent and value of Hispanic conquests, and some begrudgingly praised conquistador courage. They also could provided accounts of Spanish exploits whose consequence was large - scale death or misery for the Indians. Whereas an Oviedo or Gomara often blamed the victims -“I believe that God sent this servitude and labor to these miserable men as punishment for their faults”
 - a skeptical French reader such as Montaigne could use a Gomara as a launching pad for an attack on Spain’s actions against the Aztecs.

As explained in chapter I, some Frenchmen in the 1550s and 1560s determined to establish fortified garrison colonies on the fringes of Iberian America to gain a share of the riches and to facilitate trade in exotic commodities (brazil wood, sassafras). Their failure, and the controversial reasons for these debacles, became a cause célèbre in a France torn by savage religious violence. Although unleashed in the early 1560s by pro and anti Villegaignon pamphlets, with some authored by the would be conquistador himself, and by Nicholas Le Challeux’s post mortem of the Florida colony, the polemics soared after the horrific bloodletting of St. Bartholomew’s Day in 1572.
 The immediate catalyst was the publication of André Thevet’s Cosmographie universelle in 1575, which polemicized events overseas and re - opened many old wounds. 

This self - proclaimed world traveler and Franciscan monk had acquired something of a reputation with his 1557 book describing his brief stay at Guanabara with Villegaignon. He won extravagant praise for his depictions of an exotic environment and especially of the Tupinamba cannibals. Although familiar in Norman ports, these sauvages for the first time became more known to interested French readers. Thevet found much in their culture that was reprehensible but also much to praise including Tupi hospitality, honesty and courage. And if they practiced cannibalism, satisfying hunger was not the motive of this ritualistic custom, Thevet observed.
 The monk capitalized on his earlier reputation to produce his Cosmographie universelle (1575) which intertwined numerous anti - Huguenot reflections amongst the geographical and anthropological data.
 He vituperatively blames Calvinist pastors from the “abysmal hell of Geneva” and their “bloody gospel” for undermining Villegaignon. “These gentle preachers not worrying about anything but enriching themselves, formed leagues and seditious groups which resulted in the death of one of us.”
 Thevet’s prestigious position as cosmographer of the king made it even more imperative for Protestant forces to respond to ultra - Catholic versions of recent colonial fiascoes.
 


Between 1578 and 1588 an avalanche of Protestant publications about the Americas attacked Spanish tyranny there and effectively challenged pro - Catholic French interpretations of the Brazil and Florida affairs. In the first case,  French language publishers, often from Geneva,  joined European counterparts to bring before readers a terrible indictment of the Spanish record by the Spanish bishop Bartolomé de Las Casas, who professed first hand knowledge of “crimes against humanity,” in today’s parlance. Many printings of his Tyrannies et cruautés were necessary to satisfy the francophone market.
 In the event that readers were so ignorant as not to get the point, the translator Jacques Miggrode warned French readers they would be treated the same as the miserable Indians should they allow the Spanish to dominate them.
 Although the bishop famously painted a very positive picture of Amerindian life, it is unclear how and if his conception impacted French audiences, presuming his readers were primarily interested in the scalding of Spain. Joining Las Casas in attacking the Conquista  was the Italian adventurer, Girolamo Benzoni whose relative lack of sympathy for the aborigines did not prevent him from savage attacks on conquistador behavior toward them. The author puts these words into the mouth of a chieftain: “If your God commands you go pillage, kill and destroy strange peoples … we want you Spaniards to know that we … will not believe in him.”
 Benzoni’s attacks no doubt also gained authority as a result of his experiences in Spanish America; they well served all opponents of Spanish hegemony.


Several Huguenot writers sought successfully to persuade their countrymen that the Catholic tyrants Villegaignon and Philip II of Spain were solely responsible for the disasters at Guanabara (Brazil) and Florida. Far and away the most important and interesting writer was Jean de Léry, author of the popular and still influential Histoire d’un voyage.
 He claimed effectively that Villegaignon first asked for Calvinist assistance but turned on them once they arrived in Brazil. The petty despot’s conduct, more than Portuguese might, doomed the colony. One of the Calvinist “victims” of Villegaignon, Léry matched his antagonist Thevet insult by insult. Importantly, to prove his contention that the monk was an “ignorant author” and confused about events that occurred at Guanabara after Thevet’s early departure from that colony, Léry systematically challenged his portrayal of the Tupinambas. In so doing, the Huguenot produced one of the early classics of modern anthropology.
 Léry vigorously denied Thevet’s charge of atheism against the Tupi. He challenged the mysogynistic views of Thevet, instead praising aboriginal women for their modesty and innocent conduct despite going about semi - naked. Léry did not lose the opportunity to castigate Catholic upper class women of the French court whose coquettish behavior and décolleté costume evoked lascivious responses.
 The famous cannibalism of the Tupi, in which ritual victims received honorable treatment during captivity and quick death by a blow of a war club to the back of the head, was far less offensive to the author than the episodes of ferocious man - eating engaged in by Catholic zealots. Although of course he could not approve of the anthropophagy, polytheism and polygamy of the Tupinambas, Léry was overtly fond of peoples whose conduct had much to teach Europeans engaged in vicious religious strife.
 Thus, as always, the germination of the noble savage myth was directly connected to the author’s dismay at the dross character of his own culture.


Gone but hardly forgotten, the French colonial experience in Florida also received renewed attention from the opponents of international Papal and Hapsburg Catholicism. In 1579 Urbain Chauveton re - edited Nicholas Le Challeux’s indictment of supposed Spanish atrocities in Florida against Ribaut and his company. The Calvinist Chauveton adds editorial comment in the introduction and text. He would, he said, uncover “the mask of zeal and religion with which the Spanish cover their most barbarous acts that they have committed in the Indies.” He rhetorically queries his reader whether there “has ever been a cannibal eater of men more violent toward a miserable Spaniard than the Spaniards toward these poor people.”
 Concerning Le Challeux’s Florida text, Chauveton compares its humble but honest author to the vain Thevet, who he accused of a “deep ignorance of history and cosmography.”
 Some years later in 1586 a major account of the Florida affair by the leader of the second expedition, René de Laudonnière re - enforced the emerging Protestant legend.
 In his dedication to Sir Walter Raleigh, in itself an indicator of the international character of the Calvinist offensive, the editor Martin Basanier announces proudly that he had rescued Laudonnière’s account from obscurity to remind his countrymen of Spanish atrocities.
 All of these works then appear to have a political rather than a pedagogical purpose. America happened to be a particular milieu for Spanish misconduct to be exposed.


All of these efforts were not in vain as the Protestant perspective came to dominate French attitudes to Spanish behavior in the Americas and to provide a powerful explanation for French colonial debacles in the new world. Influential writers from Henri Estienne to Voisin de La Popelinière to Guillaume Du Bartas accepted and promoted the Calvinist intepretation.
 Michel de Montaigne, nominally Catholic, attacks Thevet’s veracity in the essay “Cannibals,” and despite his dependence on the Spaniard Gomara for information for his essay “On Vehicles” assails the Spaniards for what they had done to advanced Indian civilizations, especially Mexico.
 At the beginning of the next century the important historian of French colonization and religious moderate Marc Lescarbot presented a Gallic version of the Black Legend for future generations and centuries.

 Thus emerged a peculiarly French discourse of the New World, which accepted Hispanic views of what made America valuable while skewering Spanish conduct toward the aborigines. This latter emphasis tended to soften French views of American sauvages. If people such as Native Americans are looked upon as victims, they obviously have human qualities that have been savaged by their persecutors. And if Frenchmen were to engage in similar practices as had the Spaniards, then they would well deserve the name of hypocrite.


Readers may well be wondering how this account of ideological skirmishes impacted on particular French images of the Caribbean, the topic of this chapter, especially as Brazil and Florida are on the fringes of the Caribbean basin. A number of connections will become apparent. First, if the anti - Iberian French writers won the ideological battle, the Portuguese and Spaniards won the conflicts in America. Philip II, after 1580 king of Portugal as well as of Spain, had made good his claim to monopoly in those American areas critical to his giant and rich empire. French colonists in Brazil and Florida had failed to uncover golden Indian cities or even sizable populations of aborigines to exploit. To many sixteenth-century Frenchmen apparently, what was the point of colonizing lands that did not yield the wondrous riches of a Tenochtitlan (Mexico City) or a Potosì? Although French raiders continued to infest the Caribbean in search of plunder, more than a half century would pass after Florida before another French colonial expedition headed to the Caribbean. A lack of explorers, colonists and missionaries guaranteed that fresh information about the islands would be scant.


Some Huguenots and other Frenchmen lost interest in colonization of the Americas. Simultaneously, ultra Catholic friends of Spain expressed suspicion of the motives of anyone promoting enterprises which breached Iberian de jure claims to monopoly. A school of thought emerged which claimed that American gold and silver ended up in France anyway because the Spanish used it to pay for huge imports of French textiles and other goods. “The Spaniard, forced … to come here for wheat, cloth … searches throughout the world for our benefit gold, silver, spices.”
 The mercantilist thinker Antoine de Montchrétien praised the French textile industry as “one of the principal mines of France; for it Potosi vomits up all of its silver.”
 So why bother undertaking the evidently dangerous act of removal overseas? Let the intrepid if vain Spaniard do the dirty work for us.


Concurrently, the myth that French national character and colonization were incompatible started to emerge. Though brave and adventurous, the French were supposedly too mercurial for the long, patient labor of colonization. Montaigne’s famous “I fear that we have eyes bigger than our stomachs and more curiosity than understanding”
 reflected an emerging viewpoint. In the early seventeenth century the prominent Huguenot finance minister, Maximilien Bethune de Sully opposed colonial schemes based on this perspective. He lamented that “to my great regret, Frenchmen do not have either the perseverance or the foresight” to realize these projects, and added that “the experiences of the past taught us only too well that the things that are separated from us by foreign lands or seas will be ours only through great expense and will yield little.”
 Seventeenth-century colonial propagandists - and indeed their successors in later centuries - would have to combat persistently against this emerging myth of French incompetence in overseas affairs. It was the bitter legacy of sixteenth century Brazil and Florida – as well as earlier debacles in trying to establish a New France in the St. Lawrence valley of future Canada.


Impressions of tropical lands and peoples that may have been the fruit  of the religious polemics discussed above can be characterized as various and ambiguous. The flora and fauna of Brazil, by any measure the American region most familiar to Frenchmen, received extensive exposition in the works of Thevet and Léry. The attentive reader could have learned much about tobacco, manioc flour and beer, giant snakes, toucans and tapirs, although the use and various renderings of Tupi words for unfamiliar objects no doubt made retention of information problematical. Illustrations, however crude, assisted the reader in the process of comprehension of select flora and fauna. For Florida, the French written sources were far less sophisticated but the drawings of Jacques Le Moyne de Morgues as rendered by the German compiler of voyages Theodore De Bry familiarized readers with the semi - tropical landscape of north Florida.
 Some aspects of the exotic very slowly became familiar. The universally lauded pineapple, called by some the nectar of the gods, proceeded on its perfumed path to sign of hospitality.


Thevet to a lesser extent and especially Léry presented the Tupinambas as a different but certainly comprehensible culture. These sauvages were not the monsters of the Pliny and Mandeville tradition; they did not in any way resemble the hairy and unsociable wild man of medieval nightmares and fantasies. Léry’s accompanying illustrations depict them as powerfully built and with noble visages. Their customs, though often bizarre, were recognizably human responses to environment. Their attitudes toward martial valor, noble honor and the demands of justice and vengeance harmonized well with contemporary upper class ones. Their chiefs inclined to Ciceronian orations and the people to a Gallic type of wit and repartee.
 Bonhommes, ces garçons la, especially to Léry. If they had faults, and they did, these paled before those of many so - called Christians (in Léry, read Catholics). These relatively benign views of Tupi culture found support in the celebrated essay of Michel de Montaigne. Though not noble savages, as so many commentators have claimed, Montaigne’s Tupi exhibit many social virtues including hospitality, honesty and sincerity so foreign to so many contemporary Europeans; and their vices including cannibalism appeared to him no worse and indeed more innocent than those he saw all around him. They ate people out of vengeance and to acquire the victim’s valor, not out of dietary necessity. Like Léry, he repudiated Vespucci’s leering tales of Brazilian maidens’ debaucheries. All these virtues and good sense occurred despite being unfamiliar with European religion, ideologies and institutions, being therefore without faith, kings or laws; instead they resulted from living according to nature.
 Touché Michel.


This truly remarkable tendency on the part of some important French thinkers to humanize reputed cannibals, in part induced by long French familiarity and friendliness toward important economic and strategic allies and in part out of these authors’ repugnance to contemporary religious strife, co - existed however with much more negative reactions. Readers will hardly be surprised that many observers recoiled in horror at the knowledge that such pagan and polygamous man - eaters shared their status as humans. One ship captain complained of these “’brutal beasts’” who enjoyed human flesh as their “’nectar and ambrosia.’”
 Some more educated writers came to view Tupinambas along with Caribs, Patagonians and west Africans as savage peoples of the “southern” part of the world. They claimed that the hot, tropical environment explained their savage, brutal life. As one stated, tropical peoples “’are naturally cruel ,,, but the regions of moderate temperature are inhabited by men … of subtle understanding and capable of knowing all things.”
 Of all these groups, Brazilians are “the most barbarous and cruel” according to the famous political thinker Jean Bodin.
 They are “not content to eat the flesh of their enemies, but will bathe their children in their blood.”
 To François Belleforest, “southern” people are “quick tempered and forever quarreling.”
 Environment and climate thus explained the wide diversity of human customs that had been brought to light in the Age of Exploration. These negative perceptions reflected those of most Spanish accounts.


These negative views of native Americans as ignoble savages were not incompatible with the emerging, important concept of a social ladder of humanity, on which all the newly discovered cultures of the world could be ranked.
 The influential Jesuit thinker and missionary José de Acosta provided the first systematic modern formulation of this hierarchical social theory. Below the Europeans were civilizations he admired starting with the Chinese and extending downward toward the Aztec and Inca. A significant gap then existed before the lower steps of the ladder were reached, where semi - nomadic tropical peoples were located. These “savages” lived in a wild state in caves and tents, ate barbaric diets and often human flesh and were unlikely to reach higher stages of human society without forced tutelage. In short, and not surprisingly, they resembled the sub - humans found in his mentor Aristotle’s writings. To persuade Spanish readers that his cherished Peruvians were far different than the traditional savage of the conquistador mentality, the Jesuit found it convenient to stick the stereotype to cannibals and others of that ilk who fit his image of sub human.
 His strategy of differentiating among the world’s non - Christian societies greatly enhanced European thought, but Acosta’s assignment of primitive peoples with whom he had no direct knowledge to the bottom rung of humanity would too soon lead others to speculate about their affinity to the higher mammals. Acosta’s French disciple Pierre d’Avity, author of a number of popular geographies, labeled these bottom dwellers “altogether barbarous …without law, without King, and without any certain place of abode, but go in troops like savage beasts.”
 So was established an effective alternative to the environmental thesis of Bodin and company, but the American aborigines most familiar to the sixteenth and, looking forward, to the seventeenth century French reader received very low marks in both theories.


With all his contemporaries of orthodox Christian belief, Acosta accepted that Americans had made their way to the “new world” after the flood, and he is famous for speculating about a far northwest sea or land passage. With most of his contemporaries, the Jesuit believed that diffusion away from ancient civilization led to moral decay. Wanderers or vagabonds lost touch with what would today be called traditional values. Diversity of customs could be attributed to this dispersal - induced degeneration, to this loss of memory about proper human behavior; thus might be explained cannibalism, sodomy and incest reputedly part of many Amerindian cultures. This complex of ideas could easily be connected to the traditional idea that the devil could easily seduce and manipulate such peoples. 

Not surprisingly, some European thinkers came to believe that colonists who went overseas were thus wanderers also subject to the dynamics of degeneration. In the eyes of some, the acts of the conquistadors, far from being heroic, proved the point. The Huguenot Du Bartas drove the lesson home to his readers:


You, France, open your bosom to me, mother, you do not wish


That in strange countries, a vagabond I grow old


You do not wish that a Brazil pride itself with my bones


A Cathay with my glory, a Peru with my poetry.

The germ of the intractable  French idea that countrymen who left the homeland were and remained social rubbish can perhaps be found here.


After 1588 and the emergence of the Huguenot Henry of Navarre as King Henry IV, literature about the Americas declined in quantity and in the intensity of religiously - oriented polemics. The fracas over Brazil and Florida waned. When in 1598 the now Catholic Henry and Philip II made peace at Vervins, the impulse to slam Hispanic conduct in the Americas lost some steam. To be sure, the great King Henry in no way accepted Spanish demands to respect their monopoly overseas, but now formerly licensed privateers became pirates if they chanced Caribbean waters at all.


Also a factor in this cooling off period was the clear Huguenot rejection of an American refuge in favor of helping Henry, their former chieftain, create a safe haven in France. The chroniclers of Florida, Le Challeux, Chauveton and Laudonnière, were far more interested in publicizing Spanish iniquities than in promoting new expeditions. Indeed, they all derived an anti - colonial conclusion from the Huguenot experience. For Le Challeux, God had punished his people for abandoning home and family. Also referring to God’s manifest design in these events, Laudonnière expressed no regret at the “loss” of Florida.
 The chief Huguenot supporter of colonization, Coligny, had suffered martyrdom at St. Bartholomew’s. Although the current king did exhibit interest in overseas enterprises in Canada and northern South America, as in all else he insisted upon mutual Catholic / Huguenot tolerance and cooperation. The chief colonial figures of the period – Pierre De Mont, Samuel de Champlain, Marc Lescarbot, and La Ravardière - reflected the king’s religious latitudinarianism.


Before the 1620s the only significant French enterprises south of Canada targeted the region of northern South America from the Amazon to the Orinoco rivers. Unoccupied by the Iberians, these lands were not off limits according to traditional French doctrine that only habitation of territory justified exclusion of others. These lands might supply the prized reddish dye of the Brazil wood that had previously come from south of the Amazon. Even French friends of Spain were unlikely to raise a fuss about such explorations, even though fortifications there could play a strategic role in future Franco - Iberian conflicts. Another impetus to these voyages related to the current buzz about the fabulous golden city of El Dorado that Sir Walter Raleigh publicized in his 1596 book.
 As noted in chapter 1, from 1602 a number of reconnaissance expeditions sailed along that coast. Before 1612 the most well known was that of 1604 captained by La Ravardière and publicized by the curator of the king’s cabinet of curiosities, Jean Mocquet. Still, even though he entertained Henry with singularitez garnered on the trip, his account first published in 1615 constituted but a small part of his extensive writings on the world’s peoples, and did not promote continued French efforts there. The most lasting impression centered on a series of drawings re - enforcing now stereotyped views of South American aborigines divided into war - like cannibals called “Caribs” with their war clubs, bows and arrows and grass skirts and friendly, non man - eating “Arawaks.”

The culmination of these French activities occurred in the colonial expedition to Maragnan, 1612 - 15 which, although a failure, sowed the seeds for future activities in the Caribbean basin and generated extraordinary publicity in Paris about tropical America. It revived public fascination with the Tupinambas. Colony organizers had shrewdly invited the fervently Catholic Capuchin (reformed Franciscans) monks to serve as missionaries in Brazil, thus guaranteeing the active support of the queen regent Marie de Médici, much more sincerely religious than her assassinated husband, Henry (1610). Returning from Maragnan  to secure re-enforcements, Father Claude d’Abbeville accompanied by six Tupinambas took Paris by storm. The young king Louis XIII received the party and a huge throng attended the baptismal ceremony for the sauvages. Powerful French nobles competed to act as godparents. Poems that emphasized the exotic possibilities of interracial romance celebrated the Tupi such as this one addressed to Parisian women.

My lovelies, I am a Tupinamba / come from a strange land /

I left my home country for you /my goods and my family/

And filled with necessity/ I have come to this city /

What consoles me in my absence / is that nature, good mother /

Has provided me with what I need / to play the game of love /

And seeing that I am / all nude, you open to me your door.

Ultimately, some fifteen pamphlets, letters and books about the expedition were published. In the end of course this meteoric campaign fizzled when in 1614 negotiations to obtain the hand of the Hapsburg princess Anne of Austria led to withdrawal of royal support for Maragnan; indeed, only two copies of Father Yves d’Evreux’s major account of the colony survived the government order to destroy the entire printing. The abandoned colony resisted Portuguese attacks until 1616 but then capitulated.


Despite this failure, the publication of Father Claude’s Histoire de la mission established most elements of what became French missionary discourse about American colonies in the seventeenth century. Unlike some Spanish Dominicans in the sixteenth century, this Capuchin firmly linked conversion of the aborigines to the success of French colonies. Even though on the voyage to Brazil he expressed grave fears about what awaited him, once ashore he found the land incredibly fertile and its resources very attractive. Tobacco planting would provide the initial, immediate return on investment. If only “the merchants, artisans and laborers knew of the goodness and profitability of this land … they would not sleep until they came here.” The Tupinambas, far from being the fearsome cannibals of his imagination, were instead amicable, simple, innocent beings who lacked only Christianity to remedy their vices, especially man - eating. The youths among them “wish for nothing more than to be instructed and informed about our beliefs.” And they loved the French. Readers should support the missions to convert these “poor savages,” and the colony that would protect the priests and provide good examples to the aborigines. Thus did Claude link conversion and colonization, and his fellow Capuchin, Dominican and Jesuit successors followed this model.


In the first century of French experiences in tropical America, Brazil and Florida on the margins of the Caribbean basin played an important role in introducing French readers to the general region. Also, however, the important Spanish oeuvre on America, chunks of which appeared in French translation, found significant readership on both extremes of the religious/political spectrum. Opponents of Spain and its French ultra Catholic allies found there much grist for their ideological mill. Catholic zealots presumably gloried in the Hispanic expansion of their religion to the benighted natives, and  in the conquistador-won wealth that drove the Catholic Counter Reformation’s ambitions in Europe.

Impressions and Images of the Caribbean Islands, 1620s - 1650s


Although French adventurers gradually established control of many Caribbean islands in these three decades, as discussed in chapter 2, the establishment of any firm and distinct French images proceeded very slowly indeed.
 Hoping to inhibit Hispanic resistance to France’s fledgling settlements in the Lesser Antilles, Cardinal Richelieu discouraged publicity. He perhaps had learned a lesson from the Maragnan affair, which involved some of his relatives. So not until 1638 was the first news published in the Gazette, three years after France’s declaration of war on Spain nullified the need for secrecy.
 Simultaneously in the mid 1630s, at the king’s and cardinal’s bequest, the first missionaries to the Antilles embarked, and some of these would compose the first relations about the embryonic colonies. The comparison with New France or Canada is instructive, for which establishment Samuel de Champlain, Marc Lescarbot and the missionaries (especially Jesuits) had produced extensive promotional literature by that date. In 1640 appeared the first book length account of the islands by the Jesuit Jacques Bouton and after that to 1660 a trickle of works provided information about the islands, including Cayenne in Guiana. However, none of these had more than one printing, and it is not easy to measure their impact on readers. Furthermore, these writings appeared at a time of enormous social and political turmoil in France, hardly a propitious time to generate interest in far away places no matter how exotic. How would sales of travel books about, say, Australia have fared during the American Civil War (1861-65)?


To the extent that French readers expressed interest in the Americas in this period, they apparently enjoyed learning most about the civilized and rich Aztec and Incan societies. One colonial propagandist of the era complained: people “want to find the treasures of Atabalippa  Atahualpa  without expending any work or pain … What they usually ask is : Are there treasures there, are there any gold and silver mines?” 
 To many, America evoked images of  rich as Croesus Indian monarchs, Montezuma, Althualpa and the legendary golden man, El Dorado. The Acosta / d’Avity school of thought heavily emphasized the relative merits of these Indian civilizations, and disdained the hard scrabble savages of low - lying tropical coastal areas and islands. Reflecting growing consensus in the France of bourgeois gentilhommes 
about the monarch’s role in preventing disorder and in promoting a glorious civilization, d’Avity declared that this form of government explained the advanced societies of Mexico and Peru (and elsewhere China).
 As late as 1640, Jean de Laet could publish a massive history of the New World, which, although dedicated to Cardinal de Richelieu, devoted but eight pages to French possessions and assumed that readers were mainly interested in the rich Spanish empire. His long description of the “wise and just” Incan empire, “which could shame many of those in Europe,” depended on the Spaniards Acosta and Garcilasso de la Vega.

Trolling the waters of “high” French literature of this era in search for references to the Americas yields few catches. The Corneilles, Descartes, Pascals and lesser luminaries evinced little if any interest. With the increasing influence of the neo - classical and scientific impulses of simplicity, regularity, order and balance - all virtues also reflecting the goals of the absolutist state - the exotic and the search for curiosities exerted less appeal. The growing power of the Catholic Reformation movement in France, which dominated the cultural mood of the two generations separating Henry IV and the coming to power of his grandson, Louis XIV in 1661, ill tolerated the sardonic relativism of a Montaigne; indeed the search for “Cannibals” impact is a largely fruitless one. 

The few works of haute littérature taking account of American phenomena focused on the advanced civilizations. The novelist Gomberville set his popular novel Polexandre in Incan Peru, and the hero was the son of the Great Inca. Although very superficial, the exotic background seems to have attracted attention as well as, in at least one case, derision.
 The popular pseudo - travels of Vincent Le Blanc, the invention of  Pierre Bergeron, devoted only a relatively few pages to his American exploits. America to Le Blanc / Bergeron meant the stereotypical golden cities conquered by Spain and imagined ones awaiting the fortunate adventurer.


Between 1640 and 1660 a number of authors attempted to publicize the French incursion into the Lesser Antilles. Not all but many of these writers had more or less formal connections with government ministers and / or the colonial companies attempting to establish settlements. About half of these authors were missionaries who accepted that evangelization of the notorious Caribs could not proceed without the support of the colonial company.
 After all, had not Richelieu himself, patron of these colonies, asked them to go? These composers of relations, as they openly conceded, faced a herculean task to instruct those ignorant of the Caribbean and / or to correct some false impressions of the relatively informed.


Understandably, most readers would have at best only a vague knowledge of the geographical location of such tiny islands, but specks in the ocean. How many students or even professional historians could identify them in correct sequence today? Because the Spaniards had little interest in them as colonial sites, their historians and those influenced by them (e.g. Jean de Laet) were of little help. Those who had heard of St. Christopher and Martinique and Guadeloupe might well ask why the Spaniards had not bothered with them. So, basic geographical, topographical and climatic facts in their best light had to be offered. What did French colonists do there and who were they? Did these islands contain gold mines? Did they produce grapes, wheat, olives and the other essentials? Did domesticated animals breed and thrive there? What were the dangers involved in living there? Writers intent on promoting colonization thus were limited in their approach to the land, its peoples and the opportunities there. The land must be fertile, the aborigines either tractable or powerless and the commercial opportunities apparent and enticing.


If the reader then knew anything about the Caribbean islands, it was that the ferocious, monstrous “Carib” Indians called them home. As the Spaniards considered these peoples to be “the bad boys of the Indies,” the epitome of all that was most savage among American Indians, they starred as villains par excellence in the histories of the Martyrs, Oviedos, Gomaras, Acostas and company.
 Not even Las Casas could summon up many good words in their favor. Any time the Spaniards wished to vilify any Indian group, they labeled them Caribes. These were the hombres amongst whom colonists who survived the universally acknowledged dangerous ocean passage were to live? These were the gens missionaries hoped to convert to the turn-the-cheek religion of Christianity, when Caribs themselves considered revenge as the ultimate virtue? To be sure, readers may have had some familiarity with another cannibal peoples, the Tupinambas, who were special friends of the French and who had graced the streets of Paris, Rouen and Bordeaux. But there was nothing to suggest that Carib cannibals might be as amicable. Colonial propagandists had a formidable task ahead of them.


They also had to combat already intense beliefs - stereotypes - about the type of people one might encounter overseas. The assumption that people who left their village or province for adventure far away, and perhaps permanently, were socially or morally defective had been given credence by sixteenth century colonial organizers’ reliance on forçats, or prisoners. Even though seventeenth century companies, which sponsored the Antillean colonies, did not resort to this tactic, current, loud public opinion promoting harsh punishment of vagabonds, paupers, criminals and prostitutes might lead to the assumption that such means were still employed.
 It surely did not help the propagandists’ cause to admit, as most did, that French indentured servants received miserable treatment or that colonists were importing increasing number of slave laborers from Africa. Readers could be pardoned for shuddering about the prospects of associating with rough and ready French males of the lower classes along with reputedly barbarous black Africans, not to mention doing so in the midst of potential enemies ranging from Indian-skewering Spaniards to cannibals tempted to have you for their entrée.


What impressions may French readers have had of these “black” African “servants”? Taking his cues from the classic work of Winthrop Jordan on early English impressions, William Cohen argues that, despite the paucity of sixteenth century literary works describing Africa, French impressions were generally negative based on issues of skin color, “barbarous” customs and the occasional use of the Hamitic myth. In the latter, the descendants of Ham’s son Canaan were destined to be servants/slaves to the descendants of their brothers. Those slaves were thought to be black Africans. Classical and Islamic sources also contributed to these prejudices.  Cohen argues that French voyages to the coast of Africa in the seventeenth century led some French writers with direct experience with actual West Africans to take a more nuanced approach. How could these traders deal with powerful headmen in an equal way without recognizing them as fellow humans with similar needs and desires? Be that as it may, the publication of books describing these trading relations did not dispel the original negative impressions. Although the importance of the Hamitic myth before the nineteenth century, especially as a major factor in the genesis of modern racism has recently been called into question, there is no good reason to contest the general thrust of Cohen’s arguments.
  


Among writers who worked to moderate or even overthrow negative impressions of the Caribbean, and not all did,
 there were some discernible patterns. First, some writers, especially secular propagandists, combatted negative inclinations of readers by almost utopian descriptions of these regions. In most cases, such authors had no direct experiences with life overseas. They implicitly assumed that the target audience either was ignorant of the proposed colonial site or harbored such vaguely negative impressions that cheerful claims could overcome them. Perhaps typically, one promoter wrote of the island of St. Christopher as a land of “perpetual summer, with no winter … its fruits surpassing in beauty, largeness and goodness those which are here thought delicious … with an abundant supply of fish.” Having regaled the reader with this cornucopia of foodstuffs, the author assured potential colonists that “the traffic in tobacco was capable of enriching a man in a few years.”
 A 1638? item in the Gazette promised that “’the potatoes are more savory than truffles.’”
 Perhaps so. A 1645 poster promoting a colony for Grenada promised investors fifty percent return on investment per annum!


Perhaps not surprisingly, some promoters of the numerous Guiana expeditions of this era (e.g. 1643, 1651 - 54, 1656 - 57) succumbed to the terrestrial paradise temptation. Because of Sir Walter Raleigh and the popularity of the “universal histories” of the d’Avitys and Laets, French readers might well have knowledge of “that celebrated province of the Golden King of El Dorado.”
 Map makers of the era placed Manoa, mythical capital of El Dorado, somewhere south of Cayenne and north of the Amazon. In this period of seemingly permanent war with Spain, some geo - political thinkers fantasized about a French empire bordered on the south by the Amazon, Peru in the west and in the north by the Caribbean. French settlements at Cayenne and along the northern coast as well as on the Amazon would anchor this ambitious design. When Blaise François Comte de Pagan dedicated to Cardinal/Minister Jules de Mazarin in 1655 his book promoting just such an empire, the time appeared very propitious as the Portuguese, in revolt against Spain, posed no threat from bases in Brazil. Pagan optimistically details the “so many marvelous” advantages of the Amazon as a site for French colonies, and notes that the natives were “so docile, so little filled with malice, that the ease of subjecting them can easily be imagined.”
 Thus those attracted to “Guiana” might well believe they could emulate the Cortes’ and Pizarros’, or take away by force the fruits of  Spain’s American conquests.


The 1651 Guiana Company conducted easily the most extensive and apparently effective publicity campaign for a colonial enterprise prior to Colbert’s promotion of the 1664 East and West India Companies.
 The times were seemingly suited for success. Economic misery and the political turmoil of the Fronde tormented so many Frenchmen. The company issued a number of pamphlets between 1651 and 1653, and in 1654 issued a poster / map depicting the successful occupation of the island of Cayenne.
 These propaganda pieces discussed in general terms the ease of the ocean passage, the temperateness of the climate, the abundant natural resources including gold, the bounty of a harvest in which one man could produce enough for twenty. Life would be “incomparably easier” for those who went.
 The invalid playwright Paul Scarron, then husband of the future Mme. de Maintenon, announced to all friends and the public his intention to leave for Guiana.


I am going to America where peace reigns 


Without cold, without war, without taxes,


There, no Mazarin, no satraps


There the sugar that I so do love / as well as the preserves


Goodbye Court, goodbye Tuilleries


I am going to court the daughter of the Incas.

The company’s campaign succeeded marvelously as some 500 - 600 colonists embarked for Cayenne in 1652.


The ordinary difficulties involved in hewing a settlement out of the wilderness, and this one was a hot, malarial swampy place, did not prevent the company from issuing further, if anything more ethereal, promotional pieces. A Mémoire … de la grande compagnie de l’Amérique made astonishing claims about Guiana, “the richest and best part of the Indies.” Now, “one man could produce enough food for fifty people,” an assertion far more striking to a seventeenth century person than those of us more or less oblivious as to the source of our food. From the richest to poorest Frenchmen, the pamphlet details a path to prosperity through the aegis of the company. After recommending a number of writers who described Guiana “as a terrestrial paradise,” the author cites letters of colonists urging their friends to savor with them “the sweetness and advantages in those lands.”
 The company published separately one of these letters, which, if not so chimerical as the pamphlets, still informs the reader that “we are in the best country in the world.”


Rumors spread in 1653 that the enterprise was in jeopardy, to be followed in 1654 with harder information to that effect. In face of burgeoning public disillusionment and investor panic, the company gamely continued to sponsor publications including two books in 1654. But these and subsequent publications on colonial possibilities in Guiana adopted a new, far more sober tone. This constituted the second strategy of those who wished to alter or modify prevailing doubts about the desirability of creating colonies in America.  Jean de Laon d’Aigremont, a captain in the first 1652 expedition and an engineer by trade, frankly exposed the difficulties encountered at sea and at Cayenne. The aborigines are dangerous and the colonists subsist primarily on cassava bread, this veteran of life at Cayenne admits. Yet the natives are “not as awful as is thought,” and the sieur d’Aigremont professes to prefer cassava to French wheat bread. All in all, this “very agreeable” country would provide well for French migrants.
 Why it had not done so in the past, and specifically relating to the Brétigny debacle of 1643, was the task of Paul Boyer. He describes Guiana as rich and fertile - “one man can grow more here than four can in France “- and its aborigines as compatible if treated justly and kindly. Here was the rub for Boyer. Brétigny’s tyranny toward the colonists and the Indians fatally undermined the enterprise. Although never mentioning the 1652 expedition and the directors’ assassination of the “tyrannical” leader Roiville, Boyer’s thesis in effect provided a measure of justification of the crime.


In 1656 and 1657 a new company for Guiana planned an expedition with little fanfare. Its few published documents promise only in moderation. The legendary gold of Guiana is barely mentioned, with the Indian trade, some tobacco and sugar to provide for colonists.
 Father Dutertre notes that this company received a “chilly” response from investors scared away by the debacles of the previous companies.
 The affair of Guiana with its resulting public disillusionment no doubt explains Dutertre’s promise to his readers to present a fair and objective account, something “very rare among those who have written about America.”
 Public tolerance of fantastic claims for colonies had passed, at least until the next century’s Louisiana (1717 - 21) and Guiana (Kourou, 1763 - 64) promotions. To persuade, colonial propagandists now had to incorporate a strong dose of realism.


In fact, even before Dutertre, fellow missionary authors tended to present relatively sober accounts of the Caribbean colonies. Veterans of island life, they produced about half the materials written about tropical America in the period 1640 - 60. Their writings share enough common denominators that we may speak of a missionary discourse, even though Jesuits, Dominicans, Capuchins and Carmelites disagreed on details in approach, and sometimes resorted to exposing “inconveniences” of islands under a rival order’s jurisdiction. Circumscribing missionary accounts were: (1) their obligations to government ministers and colonial companies to support colony building;
 (2) their need simultaneously to have the reader pity the poor savages but to make clear their potential as converts;
 (3) the tensions between describing the island environment as amenable to colonization while making sure readers and potential donors be impressed by missionary suffering in fulfilling their duties;
 (4) the professed belief that colonists would provide good examples to the savages, and therefore that these Frenchmen did not at all resemble the stereotypes held in the metropole.


Although the Jesuit Bouton published the first account of an island, Martinique, and his fellow Jesuit Pelleprat wrote more generally on the islands and Guiana, Dominican fathers dominated these writings.
 The manuscripts of Father Raymond Breton, the apostle to the Island Caribs, strongly influenced the published works of Dominicans Armand de la Paix, Matthieu Du Puis, Jean-Baptiste Dutertre and André Chevillard. Also owing a large debt to Breton was the Protestant pastor Charles de Rochefort, author of one of the three most influential seventeenth-century books on the Caribbean (along with Dutertre and Alexander Exquemeling). Breton believed that the success of his evangelical work depended on the “temporal powers, who assure in these barbarians love and fear of our nation.” Colonists provide good Christian models to the Caribs, and the islands provide an agreeable environment for settlers. Breton acknowledges a host of Carib faults but also “rare virtues.” Most importantly, they are capable of understanding Christianity and “would certainly be happy if the Christian religion tempered their barbarous ways.


Breton and his fellow Dominicans engaged in frequent, vituperative conflicts with the political authorities of Guadeloupe, especially with Charles Houel, governor then island proprietor until 1664. These tensions, perhaps accentuated by the Dominican or Lascasian (after Bartolomé de Las Casas, Spanish Dominican) tradition of condemning unjust European conduct toward American aborigines, led Du Puis and Dutertre to roundly condemn the French for starting the war with the Caribs of Guadeloupe (1636 - 41). Exiled from Guadeloupe by Houel, Du Puis squarely blames the colonists for struggles, which naturally inhibited Dominican efforts to convert the aborigines.
 Dutertre asserts piously that God had punished every settler who had “dipped his hands into the blood of these poor innocents.”
 

Both men provide their readers with lengthy descriptions of the Caribs highlighting their basic humanity and potential as Christian converts. Du Puis closely reflected the views of his source Father Breton, thus signaling both the extensive vices of the Caribs but also various virtues. He reminds his readers that the good Breton had lived alone among the Caribs of Dominica without harm; just the opposite as he was well loved by these simple peoples.
 Although he let slip some very hostile remarks about the Caribs here and there in his book, Father Dutertre in the “moral history” section describes them as “the most content, the happiest, the least vicious, the most sociable, the least artificial and the least tormented with sickness of all the nations of this world.” The words and pictures present the image of a robust, healthy people, but he also let slip a remark that they all are earth eaters. 
(get name of disease)To be sure, they have faults - drunkenness, polygamy, thievery, cruelty toward captives and slaves - but many of these they had learned from the French! If only they accept Christianity, then they would become exemplars of good behavior.
 No one previously had presented such positive views of a people so viciously maligned.

Though these authors recognized significant cultural differences between themselves and Caribs, their minimized any physical distinctions that would later be the hall mark of racist ideologies. Missionaries believed as an article of faith a common descent from Adam and Eve, and thus physical differences were due to climate or human custom. For example, Caribs reshaped their visages from infancy. Father Dutertre could declare that only their olive color distinguished these sauvages from the French.


Although Dutertre vowed to discuss “all the good things found there and all the bad things without disguise,” he certainly found more good than bad in “the most benign, the most healthy and the most temperate of the world’s regions.” He paints a far prettier picture than his Dominican predecessors. Despite “inconveniences” such as huge, blood sucking mosquitoes, invisible but harmful chiggers, voracious rats, cruel sharks and poisonous snakes, the islands provide an “agreeable and charming home” for French colonists. He invites readers to leave their troubled homeland for a better life in the tropics. He details the abundance and exotic varieties of foodstuffs that would delight their palate. He denies vehemently the stereotype that such emigrants would be joining a bunch of murderers and misfits, paupers and prostitutes. Similarly to other writers, Dutertre emphasizes that colonists enjoyed nearly tax-free government and justice, and the lawyer was personna non grata! Finally, he professes to believe that these new colonists by their good example would help the priests to change the Caribs’ “barbarous temperament and … make known to them their errors.”


From 1640 to the late 1650s therefore, these and other missionary authors
 attempted to soften their readers’ perceptions of island conditions and especially of their aboriginal inhabitants. Very clearly, they believed there was much work to do in creating a more positive image of the Caribbean basin colonies.
 To what extent they succeeded is difficult to say, given the single editions and the less than brilliant style of the authors. Plenty of evidence, to be discussed below, points to the continuing strength of trivialized and most often negative images of the Caribbean. Thus, despite the horrendous conditions in France, which created misery for large sections of the French population, propagandists pushing for the creation of New Frances in America dispersed most of their literary seed on infertile soil.

Old Paths and New Trends, 1660s to the 1690s


The gradual but increasingly perceptible growth in the economic value of the French Caribbean holdings meant literary efforts to transform attitudes to life there had continuing impetus. Metropolitan officials and colonial governors “encouraged” directly or indirectly the publication of materials supportive of their colonial projects. Because of the burgeoning skepticism toward inflated claims unmatched by Caribbean realities, these authors generally took a “realistic” approach that did not hide the difficulties of the first stages of the enterprise but still promised outstanding results if prospective investors and colonists learned from past mistakes and accepted that profits required patience, diligence and hard work. These authors pointed out that the frontier phase of colonial development had passed and that most settlers were already enjoying a much more refined and pleasant life.


The Protestant Charles de Rochefort, beneficiary of Father Breton’s manuscripts and the confidences and memoirs of island dignitaries such as Lonvillier de Poincy of St. Christopher, attacked vigorously and with a polished style every misconception about colonial life. Far from being a “retreat for the bankrupt, and men of bad morals,” the islands harbor “many illustrious people.”
 His depiction of Poincy’s famous chateau and the commander’s cultured life style as well as those of other “nobles” contain an obvious lesson. But not only rich planters with their black slaves and engagés lived sumptuously. Rochefort combats the increasingly bad reputation of the indentured system by characterizing it as a paternalistic relationship that prepared the servant for land ownership and prosperity after three years of “service.” Whether masters or servants, all colonists live in good order under the benign leadership of the islands’ wise governors. Not Arcadia perhaps, but Rochefort’s is a compelling if, need it be said, distortedly optimistic picture of island life.


Should readers harbor misgivings about close proximity to cannibals, Rochefort assures them at great length that these people love us and hate our enemies. In their natural state, Caribs are “civil, courteous, reasonable, docile, honest, amiable and generous;” their faults result from Satan’s wiles or corrupting contacts with the English and Spanish!
 No longer cannibals, the Caribs have abandoned, now even laugh at, some of their former, despicable customs. More consistently positive than Father Dutertre’s portrait, Rochefort’s Caribs are good if exotic neighbors.
 To be sure, similarly to Dutertre, Rochefort in his “historical” sections has harsh things to say about Caribs when discussing the colonists’ wars with them. He clearly blames the Caribs for these struggles, and cautions the reader not to equate Dfrench actions with those of the hated Spaniards.
 The two men share the honor of rehabilitating a people so venomously libeled for so long; unfortunately for the Caribs, their numbers had by this time dwindled to a few thousands living mainly on the reservation islands of Dominica and St. Vincent.


In France in the early 1660s, Jean Baptiste Colbert was determined to establish the Caribbean colonies on a firmer, more centrally - controlled basis as part of a strategy of overall maritime expansion. Whereas not averse to publicists employing highly imaginative descriptions of the little known East Indies, which in any case had long engendered shimmering impressions,
 he was too familiar with public disillusionment related to various Guiana debacles to take such an approach for the Caribbean basin. The minister acknowledged the difficulty of persuading talented individuals to occupy official posts in the New World. His 1663 company for Guiana organized its affairs without publicity, and only after initial successes did writings about the region appear. Their authors agree that the fantasies of earlier company propagandists were counterproductive, and that Frenchmen must be told the “truth.”
 Do not expect El Dorado; do not think profits will accrue to the unprepared and undisciplined, and do not think they will be immediate; do treat the Indians, whose numbers are in any case diminishing, with fairness and kindness and they will trade hammocks, foodstuffs and other essentials. Criticism, often vituperative, of past errors is not “to discourage those whom God inspires to emigrate to these lands,” elsewhere in this book called a “beautiful and rich land … a promised land.”
 If only colonists would eschew “vain hopes of imaginary advantages,” then they could make this fertile land yield its fruits, and put to rest stereotypes about Frenchmen being too fickle to realize the goals of colonization.
 These authors append lists of do’s and don’ts for prospective settlers.


The above should not imply that La Barre and the like did not vaunt the pleasures and potential of Guiana. But to reap wealth from sugar, cotton, tobacco, or from the provision crops and cattle needed to support plantation production, meant thoughtful planning, patience and plain hard work. Urban misfits and other ne’er do wells should not be encouraged to come, and planners should supply enough food for the colonist’s subsistence for one year. The reputed difficulties of the tropics are not absolutely denied but are mitigated by a variety of circumstances. The message is an early version of go west young man and grasp your own fortune.


Between 1667 and 1671 Father Dutertre greatly expanded and updated his volume of 1654 on the French islands, and published it in four volumes. Although undertaking this massive project to attack Rochefort, whom he accused of stealing his manuscript, and to counter scurrilous attacks on the missionaries of the French Antilles,
 Du Tertre no doubt also received encouragement from high places. His access to colonial records of government ministers suggests that, and he saved many of these precious documentts from oblivion.
 No great stylist, and undistinguished in natural history, still the work of this “Herodotus of the Indies” retains a consistent interest. All subsequent historians of the Caribbean owe a great debt to him.


Dutertre epitomozes the trend to realism in colonial propaganda. He castigates those who “represent this land … as a promised land where one can find everything in abundance for both a good life and a quick fortune.” He does not spare the reader concerning the horrible vicissitudes of life in the embryonic settlements - indeed, the précieuses of the aristocratic salons would have been revolted -, but always he emphasizes the improvements that have occurred “since the savages have been made reasonable, and the lands have been cultivated, and our ships have sailed to the coast.” Now “everything is abundant and nothing lacks, either for the necessities of life, or for the luxuries.” Thanks to the missionaries’ zeal, the colonists are no longer  licentious, the Huguenots are returning to the true faith and many Africans are experiencing the saving grace of the crucified Christ. He does not mask his disapproval of the treatment of indentured servants, but still he claims to “have never seen a man or a woman who came home who did not express a strong desire to return there.”


By the late 1660s, although Dutertre had come to share with his Dominican colleague Chevillard a pessimistic stance about the likelihood of christianizing the Caribs, he produced a lengthy, systematic description of Carib culture. His views of them have received extraordinary publicity, but it must be reiterated that he presents a blend of Carib virtues and vices. Only because most previous characterizations had so emphasized dark, even grotesque cultural traits of these aborigines does the Dominican’s portrayal seem so positive. Yet contemporaries could and did respond negatively to Dutertre’s Caribs. One author, citing Dutertre, claims that these “ferocious and barbarous” cannibals prefer the flesh of their own parents.
 Fortunately, Dutertre had passed on prior to such distortions of his complex views.


Dutertre’s was the last major work on all aspects of the French Antilles to appear in the seventeenth century, but writings more narrow in scope did provide specific types of information and occasionally alternative perspectives. The Caribbean as an international cockpit started to gain attention in a country and court riveted by military exploits. At issue in particular were the combats of 1666 - 67 and those of 1676 - 78. Dutertre, whose volume four presents an extensive analysis of the struggles against the English, heavily lauds the colonial militia for its heroism, both in glorious triumph and in hard fought reversals. He well knew that his countrymen would marvel at these tales, and would have to re - examine their beliefs about the worth of colonials. If a conscious strategy, what a shrewd one. 

In the year (1671) of the appearance of the Dominican’s last volume, Jean Clodoré published a long account of the islands during the war with England (1666 - 67). These struggles, the author asserts, “attracted the consideration of the court to these countries, which it had previously neglected.” He denies emphatically that the colonists lived in libertinage, a charge obviously contradicted by their valor on the battle field. 
 In the 1670s the official Gazette and the Mercure Galant trumpeted French victories against the Dutch in Africa, Guiana and the Caribbean. Especially praiseworthy, in these journals’ opinion, was the destruction of a Dutch fleet at Tobago. Colonial militias participated effectively in these American battles.
 Much of the information derived from an independently published Relation de la bataille de Tobago which provides a list of dead and wounded officers, metropolitan and colonial.
 How could these same peoples be the social dregs of the home country’s imagination?


More tangential to the way readers perceived the Caribbean as colonial site but increasingly popular were works relating to French designs against the Spanish Caribbean. From 1674 when the Spanish joined their traditional adversaries the Dutch in war against France, Louis XIV’s ministers schemed to gain access to and if possible control of the Hispanic empire, the hinge of which was her Caribbean possessions. Depending on circumstances, either war or diplomacy would take precedence in achieving these goals. 


Martial and imperial impulses and schemes best explain the rash of translations of works on Spanish America that marked the 1670s and 1680s. Translated by a hack in Colbert’s employ, Thomas Gage’s famous exposé of the supposed vulnerabilities of the Spanish empire had no less than nine printings between 1676 to 1696. He contrasts in purplish prose sensational descriptions of the riches of Hispanic America with pinpoint analysis of its strategic and social weaknesses.
 If this renegade English cleric found the entire empire to be an overripe fruit ready for plucking, the novelist Gomberville provided a new translation of Acuna’s book on the Amazon to serve as a guide to French penetration of “Peru.” The French author of the preface repeats the Comte de Pagan’s earlier advocacy of a large French empire in northern South America.
 In addition to these works, Paris publishers from 1680 found a market for translations of Ferdinand Columbus, Las Casas, Garcia Lasso de la Vega and a number of lesser known Spanish authors on the new world.
 With or without the help of preachy French editors, readers could not help but imagine what France could do with the renowned Spanish American treasures.


What readers at home might dream about, buccaneers in the Caribbean determined to accomplish, to their own benefit. Tales about the “freebooters” (flibustiers in French) achieved significant popularity in the 1680s. These stories combine adventure, sex, and violence in a tropical setting. Although the buccaneers received frequent if pro forma condemnation for their acts, and the romanticizing of their lives lay in the distant future, French readers may well have been forgiving given the object of these desperadoes’ plunders, the hated and cruel Spaniard.


Although the Marquis de Villeneuve’s Histoire américaine probably initiated the genre in France,
 the French translation of Alexander Exquemeling’s (Oexmelin in French) extremely popular account of the buccaneers was a landmark in this literature.
 He served a buccaneer crew as a surgeon / engagé, and so his account possesses immediacy and authority. By no means does he whitewash the “many horrible crimes and inhuman cruelties” committed against the Spaniards. The brothers of the coast live hard, fight ferociously and love lasciviously. But their rude and dangerous existence damaged the Spaniard and in effect protected the French colonies, especially the nascent one at St. Domingue. Most importantly for the purposes of this book, Exquemeling gives French readers significant first hand information on the frontier settlements at Tortuga and the northern coast of Hispaniola, or Saint Domingue.


It must be admitted that literature on the formal and informal wars occurring in the Caribbean had a very uncertain impact on how readers viewed the region in terms of colonial desire. What the French islands lacked in the latter decades of the seventeenth century was a rapid accumulation of wealth that would forcibly grab metropolitan attention. The story of Barbados in its boom years, from say 1640 – 1680, had so resonated with the English literate public. But due to the topography of the French islands, with relatively limited fertile lands, and the soft price for sugar in the 1670s and 1680s, Martinique and Guadeloupe did not have such dramatic a growth spurt. In the 18th century, Saint Domingue and to a lesser extent the older islands surged forward dramatically even if suffering temporary setbacks. As sugar barons increasingly flaunted their wealth in France, an image of the islands as an abode of “millionaires” competed with earlier and more negative perceptions.  

Fin de Siècle Images and Stereotypes of the Caribbean


Despite the extensive literature on the Caribbean discussed above, the evidence suggests that clichés and stereotypes of a negative character remained the norm in late seventeenth century literate circles. Fear of overseas travel, which in this case the literature could only have fueled, remained strong. Newly-appointed intendant Michel Bégon, a relative of Colbert, fretted about his orders to sail to the French islands, which he said are “’called the cemetery of Frenchmen.’” The thought of a long ocean voyage with its nightmares ranging from capture by Barbary pirates to death by shipwreck frankly frightened him. Accepting the position out of obedience to Colbert, it is not surprising that he left his family behind.
 These stubbornly persistent views about the region and the notion that colonists were social outcasts, although supported in part by the literature, for example the buccaneer tales, frustrated pro - colonial authors. They shrugged that Frenchmen could not be persuaded of the goodness of the country and the good manners (l’honnétêté) of the settlers. Clodoré complains: “I do not accept the belief of those who make them  colonists  appear as seditious people and as men who but live for disorder and trouble.”
 One poet, praising the devotion of nuns leaving for the islands, admonishes: “Martinique opens itself to your ardent love / Leave swiftly without listening to the public’s judgment.”
 Unfortunately, after Colbert’s death, the government resorted to occasional forced deportations of Huguenots and what appeared to many as the coerced removal of orphan girls from Paris “hospitals” to the islands.
 Hearing of these filles de roi (king’s girls), the bishop of Nantes requested that the town’s filles de joie (prostitutes) be forcibly dispatched, a jumping to conclusions that drew an official rebuke.
 Naturally such convoys, forced or not, simply re - affirmed and re - enforced traditional and difficult to eradicate images. Nor did the tendency of powerful people to dispatch embarrassing relatives to the Caribbean enhance its reputation.


The best efforts of the Rocheforts and Dutertre’s notwithstanding, and in spite of the fact of their marginality to French island colonies, the Caribs retained in France much of their traditional reputation. Some authors with experience of the islands re - enforced negative images. Clodoré writes that they “graze in the forests like wild beasts.”
 In a lengthy treatise, sieur de La Borde grants them some positive cultural traits but did not approve of a people who have “neither faith, nor law, nor king.” These “beasts who have the figure of man” possess despicable habits and customs. “They burp, fart and urinate while eating, without any shame.” Worst of all, “they have snuffed out by their brutal passion, by their barbarous customs, and by their bestial existence, all knowledge … which nature gives of the Divinity.”
 Pretty picture! So it is not surprising that derivative geographers such as Alain Maillet and P. Du Val d’Abbeville could dismiss these savages as “so ferocious and so barbarous” or as “the greatest eaters of men in America.”

 Given the centrality of Africans and plantation slavery to later eighteenth century French images of island life, it may surprise the reader that this topic has been left to the conclusion of this chapter. Information in France about Africans in the seventeenth century Caribbean was amazingly sparse, especially given their demographic weight by the 1660s. Rochefort and Dutertre devote hundreds of pages to the Caribs but very few to Africans with whom they no doubt had far more day - to - day experiences. I would estimate that twenty to thirty times more pages were devoted to Island Caribs than to the peoples who, most observers cheerfully and un self-consciously acknowledged, were the greatest source of wealth in the islands. Why?


First, there was the precedent of and familiarity with the enslavement of Africans. Although Father Dutertre expresses some concern about how to explain the practice to metropolitan readers who “abhor slavery more than any other nation and where all slaves happily recover their lost liberty as soon as they land and touch its soil,” his words constitute a rhetorical sop to Gallic readers most of whom would have been aware of the two hundred year practice of coercing African labor.
 Almost no other seventeenth century commentator expresses such concern about his readers. All European nations in America employed the practice. At most other times in history, as even the lightly educated knew, slavery underlay ancient economies and societies. It was more the rule than the exception.


Secondly, should anyone have questioned the practice, there existed many justifications ranging from religious rationalizations (the curse of Ham and Canaan, the Muslim background of some black Africans) to secular ones that centered on the supposedly barbaric customs of these peoples.
 European literature since ancient times had reviled the blacks,
 a fact made more familiar by the Renaissance’s recovery and publication of classical texts. Some scholars also suggest that Muslim reviling of black |Africa played a role in developing similar attitudes first in Iberia and then to the rest of Europe.
 When the good Du Tertre exclaims: “I do not know what these people have done, but it is enough to be taken, sold and tied to life - long servitude,” he did not draw a radical, proto - abolitionist conclusion; instead, the Dominican accepted another venerable argument. No matter how or why Africans had been brought across the western oceans, their life - long servitude allowed them to be exposed to the “true word of God” and thus the possibility of eternal redemption.


Slavery did not by itself forge French images of Africans and African - Americans. Long before and concurrent with the process of enslavement, French readers in any way familiar with ancient descriptions and / or travelers’ account of equatorial Africa came into contact with very negative descriptions. In the sixteenth century, Leo Africanus’s book provided purportedly first-hand information about societies depicted as dirty, depraved and degenerate.
 Actual and fictional travelers seemed to compete in purveying the most sensational stories about these peoples. For example, Jean Mocquet seems to have embellished his modest first-hand knowledge with tales of blacks who eat human meat and drink human blood, or who cut off the penises of their enemies, dry them and gift their wives with them to make into prestigious necklaces. He has a crowd of women in “Abbysinia” weeping inconsolably about a “handsome and white” prisoner about to be executed.
 A pseudo - traveler such as Vincent le Blanc could read somewhere and then transmit to his audience such assertions as that Africans are “so savage that they hardly know how to speak, so dirty that they eat the intestines of animals full of manure without washing them, and so brutal that they more resemble hungry dogs than men.”
 Many observers found it easy to connect the “idolatry” of most black Africans to Satan worship, because Europeans envisioned the evil one as sharing that “black” color. It would be easy but tedious to multiply quotations supporting the contention that French readers found black Africans alien in terms of religion, physiognomy and culture.


The very little that such readers might have learned from accounts of island society would not have changed their opinion. Compared to wildly different opinions of the Caribs, a relative consensus emerged about Africans, although the reader should recall the surprising paucity of information. Unlike what could be found in later centuries, little doubt existed about the basic humanity of Africans, and that they possessed immortal souls. No French writer doubted that they should be converted to Christianity, although a 1674 translation of Richard Ligon’s famous book on Barbados alerted readers that English masters thought differently. 
There existed equally little doubt about their cultural defects, even depravity. Although a Father Du Tertre could wonder thus - “It is as if the blackness of their bodies is the cause of their misfortune. They are sold as slaves, they are fed haphazardly; they are forced to work like beasts … until their deaths”
 - neither he nor his contemporaries closely connected body features to cultural behaviors as is typically the case with hard racists. Dutertre, not alone, believes that their color was initially white and that their “strange” facial features result from parental preference through physical manipulation, as was the case with “flat explained by a combination of religious, historical and environmental/geographical factors.


Almost unanimously, authors with experiences in the islands claim the slaves’ sensual inclinations overwhelm their rational impulses. Thus they are content, it was said, if they have enough to eat, if they have a little garden, if they possess a bit of tobacco and if they have access to at least one, or preferably, many sexual partners.
 If they have these pleasures, and if they receive punishment not arbitrarily but only when they believed it was justified, then they supposedly are happy enough. Indeed according to many, such as Rochefort who devotes three pages to them, they prefer slave life among the French to freedom in Africa.
 As with all master class depictions of slaves, they are perennial thieves and liars and they naturally smell foul - the reason for placing their huts downwind from the master’s case.
 The attentive reader would however notice that these “smells” did not prevent Europeans from approaching African women. On the other hand, missionaries among these authors usually express optimism about the progress of the faith among them. The fathers were not oblivious to the fact that slaves’ enthusiasm flowed in part from the little rewards attending baptism and, for some only, confirmation and communion. Still, they provided examples of Africans who had made great strides toward true conversion.


It is far from easy to decipher French readers’ responses to these various, once again very brief, descriptions. Despite a few references to marronage and to very minor slave rebellions, these writings must have provoked in the reader much less anxiety than that produced by reading about sometimes hostile aborigines or even perhaps Martinique’s infamous poisonous snakes. The authors themselves certainly express little or no fear about their safety living among these bonded people. To read about Poincy’s estate at St. Christopher worked by hundreds of well - disciplined, purportedly content “Angolans” might well have stimulated envy among some at home. Hearing about slaves’ productivity, docility and loyalty to the French, readers of the upper classes may have been reminded of idealized peasant villages on their manors. Compared to some eighteenth-century accounts which told of mysterious mass poisonings, stubborn groups of marauding marrons and startling disparities between numbers of Europeans and African Americans, the preceding century’s fragments about slavery probably increased few readers’ blood pressure.


In the latter half of the eighteenth century, mulattoes or people of color, especially women, exerted an exotic attraction in French literary circles. Supposedly hedonistic and with flair in use of dress, these women apparently appealed to a society so influenced by Jean-Jacques Rousseau and incipient romantic culture. Nothing of this appeal can be detected in the latter part of the seventeenth century. Missionaries and administrators more likely expressed horror that French men would consort with African women, and whitewashed the practice only if the slave women became Christian and a legal wife. Here Dutertre and Labat. But even laymen expressed disgust, witness the famous Alexander Exquemelin: “They have yellow eyes, are hideous to see, of bad humor, traitors and are capable of the worst crimes.”
   


To reiterate, it is very difficult to know French readers’ reactions to sixteenth and seventeenth century writings about the Caribbean basin. Authors repeatedly allude to what they believe are persistent misrepresentations about France’s tropical colonies, but are they protesting too much? In the same fashion as political “spin doctors” today, were colonial propagandists setting up straw issues and straw men to make their discourse more effective? It is possible, but more likely is that they were reacting to deeply ingrained prejudices of the literate classes. Thus, the efforts of colonial proponents do not seem to have had much impact on refining traditional images and stereotypes. The Caribbean to many French readers remained the abode of desperadoes, prostitutes and other social outcasts living among brutal cannibals and strange, coal-black Africans. Not until the more settled conditions of the eighteenth century, the arrival in France of planter “millionaires” and creole beauties, the publication of books extolling the opulent and lascivious lifestyle of sugar barons did the French Caribbean come to have a patina of exotic allure.

 In the second half of the seventeenth century, Mme. Scarron, later the morganatic wife of Louis XIV, Mme. de Maintenon was reluctant to discuss her years at Martinique. In 1645, she went with her father Constant d’Aubigné to the Caribbean. The C.I.A. had named him governor of Marie Galante but the lack of colonists there led him to return his family to France in 1647. She reputedly suffered heavily from seasickness, and apparently considered her time in the islands something of a social stain.
 It is true that later she aroused an interest in island flora and fauna in her future husband, the Sun King.
 At the end of the eighteenth century the creole Mlle Josephine de Beauharnais of Martinique would exploit her exotic birth and the “customs of her country (pays)” to ascend to the summit of the Paris social scene and to achieve the position of French empress.  
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