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Out of Place: Exilic Absence in the Writing and Photography of Hugo, 

Zola, and Loti 

 

Meredith Louise Lehman, Ph.D. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2016 

 

Supervisor:  Alexandra Wettlaufer 

 
Out of Place examines the lesser-known photography of three canonical authors, 

Victor Hugo, Emile Zola, and Pierre Loti, during their respective exiles from France, 

whether involuntary, self-imposed, or self-constructed. By reading the photographs taken 

of and by these authors in dialogue with their writing, including journal entries, 

correspondence, fiction, and theoretical writings, I explore the motif of exile which 

encompasses themes equally characteristic of the then nascent medium: loss, absence, 

and nostalgia. I argue that photography lent itself well in expressing and mediating the 

disjunctions of exile and offered an ideal medium for these writer-photographers to 

construct their artistic selfhood via images of marginalization and absence. Locating exile 

as a metaphor for creative genius and the exile as an avatar of artistic identity within 

Romantic-era representations, I look at how this metaphor evolves across different artistic 

movements and mediums as it shifts from a metaphor to a reality and becomes a trope for 

representation vis-à-vis questions of impermanence and distance.  

While prior scholarship has primarly considered exile in terms of the alienating 

effects of modern culture fostered by a climate of urbanization and capitalism, I study 
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artists who experienced geographic dislocation at critical moments in nineteenth-century 

France’s history and who represented their placelessness through the lens of photography. 

Drawing upon the work of Walter Benjamin, Geoffrey Batchen, Eduardo Cadava, and 

Richard Terdiman, among others, I show that exilic absence mirrors the spectral qualities 

of photography and its disconcerting crisis of history and memory that brings the past, the 

elsewhere, and the self within reach, while at the same time, forcing the viewer to realize 

his/her distance from these ideals. Through the motif of exile, and the affinities it shares 

with photography, Hugo, Zola, and Loti explore representation as absence made present, 

providing a crucial lens for re-framing these writers’ aesthetics of representation, and 

more largely, the complex relationship between literature and photography during this 

time. This interdisciplinary study thus challenges established notions about the 

relationship between these two mediums as either rivals or allies in the quest for realist 

aesthetics and instead shows how the camera served as a tool for artistic self-expression 

and self-representation for these displaced authors.  
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Introduction: Exile, Photography, and (Self) Representation in 

Nineteenth-Century France 

 

PHOTOGRAPHY AND THE EXPERIENCE OF EXILE  

If, as Theodor Adorno has observed, “writing becomes a place to live” for those 

“who no longer [have] a homeland” (87), so too does the camera offer a kind of 

homeland for the exiled artist. Before the commercialization of photography and 

proliferation of photographic apparatuses in the mid and late nineteenth century, early 

camera models in the seventeenth century were comprised of darkened rooms or tents 

penetrated with light via a pinhole or lens. From inside this enclosed space [fig. 1.1], the 

observer would view an upside-down image projected onto the wall of the camera room. 

In other words, these camera obscuras inverted an image of something occurring outside 

and placed it within a closed space. Coming from the Latin words for “dark room,” the 

camera obscura served as a paradigm for visual perception in which a rational observer, 

separated from a pre-established or fixed reality, viewed the external world framed within 

the “domesticated” space of the camera. Descartes famously compared the workings of 

the mind to the camera obscura in which the darkened interior space of the camera room 

modeled deductive knowledge of the external world (Crary 32). When portable box 

cameras were invented in the nineteenth century [fig. 1.2], one could, metaphorically 

speaking, travel with(in) an autonomous private space.  
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Figure 1.1 Camera obscura, 1646.  

 

In Out of Place, I examine three écrivains-photographes of the long nineteenth 

century, Victor Hugo (1802-1885), Emile Zola (1840-1902), and Pierre Loti (1850-1923), 

each of whom traveled with a home of his own during their respective displacements 

from France, carrying with them a “dark room” that transformed the foreign, even 

undecipherable space of their exile into a place of (constructed) meaning (as I will 

explain below). Indeed, by seizing the immeasurable space of the external world and 

placing a frame around it, they could “possess” the unfamiliarity of their new 

surroundings.1 These authors each took photographs of their exilic environments, and in 

the case of Hugo and Loti, they also turned the camera on themselves to frame their  

 

                                                 
1 Susan Sontag has pointed out that the desire to “possess” space is what makes taking photographs so 

appealing for the tourist. I would add that for the exile, the camera could offer the same appeal. See On 

Photography (New York: Picador, 1973): 9.   
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Figure 1.2 Box camera obscura, 1838.  

 

image within the context of the ailleurs.2 Many of the photographs they took and that 

were taken of them while outside of France include images of their new homes abroad, 

and while many photographs were planned for publication, they were also distributed to 

friends and family or placed in photographic albums. Victor Hugo, for example, used 

several of his portraits taken in Jersey to assemble a large scale photo-collage that hung 

in his home in Guernsey. Staging domestic scenes while away from home, Emile Zola 

also took photographs of his family in the houses he would occupy in Britain, 

photographs that echo ones taken before his exile, documenting at once presence and 

absence. Both personal and familial objects meant to capture their individual experience 

of exile and equally intended for a mass audience, these photographs provided a sense of 

chez soi even while away from France. 

                                                 
2 As I will later develop, Pierre Loti’s exile was self-constructed, meaning that he thought of and 

represented himself of as an exile.   
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Yet the camera also expresses and reproduces exile as Walter Benjamin proposes. 

Writing during his own exile in Paris during 1933, Benjamin characterizes the 

photographic process as a form of exile. Citing Pirandello, he observes that photographed 

subjects “se sentent en exil. En exil non seulement de la scène, mais encore d’eux-

mêmes…. Ils remarquent confusément, avec une sensation de dépit, d’indéfinissable vide 

et même faillite, que leur corps est presque subtilisé, supprimé, privé de sa réalité, de sa 

voix, du bruit qu’il produit en se remuant, pour devenir une image muette” (291). 

Following Benjamin, the camera room is also a tomb that arrests a subject from its own 

sense of belonging, leading to what he describes as feelings of estrangement, 

disembodiment, and ultimately absence. Through a loss of aura, defined by Benjamin as 

the irreproducible “hic et nunc” (here and now), the camera imprints the 

phenomenological experience of exile through a spatio-temporal disjunction that 

dislodges the photographed subject from its original site. The photographic process thus 

creates distance even as it protects against it. As Eduardo Cadava explains: “That it [the 

photographic image] claims to overcome this distance—to reduce, that is, the distance 

between people and events, or people and places—only enables it to install greater 

distance. If it brings people and events or places together at all, it is only in order to keep 

them apart” (xxiv).  

Critic Roland Barthes also comments on the unusual temporality of a photograph, 

composed of what he called a “locale immédiate et temporelle antérieure” (Rhétorique de 

l’image 35-36). For Barthes, the photographic image’s often touted indexicality 

imbricates the past into the present; however, in order to do so, the camera must embalm 
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time, suspending its flow in ways that announce absence while, conversely, guaranteeing 

presence. If a photograph certifies presence and the “realness” of what is pictured, it is 

only able to do so through a “confusion perverse entre deux concepts: le Réel et le 

Vivant,” a perversion the produces “une image vivante d’une chose morte” (Barthes, La 

Chambre claire 123). It is the analogous connection to and reproducibility of the referent 

distinguishing the photographic medium from other forms of visual representation that 

signals a tension between life and death, presence and absence, and reality and illusion. A 

memento mori, 3 to borrow the words of Susan Sontag, the photograph is indeed 

emblematic of the loss occasioned by exile, or what I call in this dissertation being “out 

of place,” that both unites and separates these authors from home and self. 

Exile is thus imprinted in the photographic process and shares with it a language 

of absence. The photographic event mirrors in many ways the definition Edward Said 

provides of exile in the twentieth century as “fundamentally a discontinuous state of 

being” in which “[e]xiles are cut off from their roots, their land, their past” (140). Exile, 

like photography, troubles one’s relationship to space and time. It is an act of uprooting 

that defies continuity and that removes one from the stability of place. Indeed, the exile, 

as Sylvie Aprile describes, “n’est nulle part, n’a nulle part. Il ne participe donc pas au 

présent” (“Réflexions sur le temps” 1). This placelessness marks the exile with a “double-

absence, celle du présent et de la terre natale” that, for Aprile, is “preuve que le temps et 

l’espace de l’exile sont déjà étroitement mêlés” (1). The semiotics of photography 

likewise share this character of absence that takes place across space and time. As 

                                                 
3 See Susan Sontag’s description of photographs as “memento mori” in On Photography (15).  
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Barthes puts it, “Quoi qu’elle donne à voir et quelle que soit sa manière, une photo est 

toujours invisible: ce n’est pas elle qu’on voit” (La Chambre claire 18). Though the 

photograph makes an object, event, or person visible, its subject is nonetheless 

ontologically invisible. As such, these écrivains-photographes also carried their exiles 

with them, and in their engagement with photography, they found a fitting metaphor for 

their distance from the world of France.  

Moving away from these rather categorical statements that equate photography 

with exile, I contend that the camera captures a tension between reproducing exile, that is 

to say absence, and offering an antidote to its conditions. The “desire for immediacy and 

presence, a desire to coincide with history itself,” as Cadava observes, is a “wish to 

abolish distance” (xxvi) that is promised in the photograph’s materialization of 

experience. Indeed, photographs are, in their most basic sense, material and meaningful 

traces of the past, intimately connected to the historical and collective processes of self-

knowledge and self-representation. Similarly, “the need to reassemble identity out of the 

refractions and discontinuities of exile” (Said 179) places importance on the value of the 

past as a means of establishing a sense of continuity and selfhood, thereby positioning 

photography as an ideal medium with which to explore exile. Indeed, the exile must 

reconstruct the uncertainty of his present and the unknowable future through the past and 

outside the framework of home and nation (Aprile, Le Siècle des exilés 7).  

Nostalgia for the past is a particular kind of memory, a “homecoming” that 

becomes a space of belonging for the exile by tampering the present reality. Edward Said 

makes the connection between memory and exile clear in the preface to Reflections on 
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Exile, writing that “Since almost by definition exile and memory go together, it is what 

one remembers of the past and how one remembers it that determine how one sees the 

future” (xxxv). By linking exile to memory, Said shows that the experience of 

dispossession is one that equally inflects representation or the recollection of past 

experience. In his study on the role that photography and the “spirit of expatriation” 

played in Marcel Duchamp’s aesthetics, T.J. Demos suggests that photography can 

assuage the fissure created through the conditions of exile, observing that “The crisis of 

memory, in Duchamp’s case, would be alleviated by photography, which is particularly 

suited to address the desire for the past” (44-45). Still this link between memory and 

experience, past and present, is always out of reach as the photograph only captures that 

which is no longer—Barthes’ “ça a été.” As Demos reminds us, photography signifies the 

desire for the past, a desire that is ultimately unattainable. The camera thus slips between 

generating place and placelessness, or a return to home and an exile from it. The writer-

photographers I consider in this dissertation capture this ambiguity in their 

representations of and from exile through photography as they grappled with and 

negotiated their own sense of exilic absence. 

 

LITERATURE AND PHOTOGRAPHY IN NINETEENTH-CENTURY FRANCE 

In the nineteenth century, photography was also linked with the motif of exile.  

According to Peter Osborne, its earliest practitioners were nomadic outsiders who 

traveled from city-centers to rural regions and who photographed migrant events like 
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circuses and fairs.4 Early writings on photography, anticipating Benjamin, Barthes, and 

Cadava, also discussed the camera’s ability to capture a moment that was both living and 

dead. Henry Fox Talbot, for example, expresses this tension in The Pencil of Nature 

(1844-1846) when he describes his invention of the calotype process as “the art of fixing 

a shadow.” Nadar too shared this sentiment in his impassioned description of Niépce’s 

discovery in Quand j’étais photographe (1900), writing that “en matérialisant le spectre 

impalpable qui s’évanouit aussitôt aperçu sans laisser une ombre,” humans had the god-

like power to create and to “figea l’intagible” (4). Pointing to an impossible state of 

presence and absence, an idea highlighted in the image of the specter that brings to mind 

Barthes’ “culte de la mort,” Talbot’s and Nadar’s observations call attention to the ways 

photography shares the qualities of exile.  

An immobile or static image, it nonetheless conveys the impermanence of life, 

expressing finitude, and with it, a longing for eternity. In the first photographically 

illustrated book, Talbot also extols the likeness of a photographic image to its original, 

while at the same time underscoring the distinction—and even exile—between original 

and reproduced. The photographic copy in The Pencil of Nature, as Carol Armstrong 

observes, “asserts at one and the same time its closeness to the original and its status as 

not-the-original” and thus illustrates “the ontological condition of the photographic copy 

                                                 
4 In Peter Osborne’s chapter “Neither here nor there: photographers, exiles, the faces of strangers” he 

highlights the itinerant lifestyle associated with photographers in the nineteenth century and also notes that 

many practicing in Latin America were foreigners coming from Europe and North America (122).  
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as ever so close to, but just this much different from what it copies” (151).5 The 

reproducibility of the photographic process thus signals within its very means of 

production a displacement at the level of representation, highlighting the gap between the 

original, that is to say experience itself, and its copy, that is to say representation.  

 Key to understanding the affinities between exile and photography in the work of 

the three écrivains-photographes I examine in this dissertation is the equally complex 

relationship between literature and photography during the nineteenth century. In Classic 

Essays on Photography (1980), Alan Trachtenberg calls attention to the need for the 

history of photography to examine the intersections between these two domains: “A 

history of photographic criticism must take into account the important and largely 

uninvestigated transactions between photography and formal literature” (xiii). More 

recently, scholars such as Nancy Armstrong, Daniel Novak, Jill Kelly, Philippe Ortel, 

Daniel Grojnowski, and Philippe Hamon have explored this relatively ignored field to 

investigate the influence photography had on fiction writing and definitions of realism. 

Their work has focused on photographic language in literature, as well as on art critics 

and authors who wrote about photography alongside the development of the camera and 

photographic processes. My study complements this existing scholarship by focusing 

attention on the figure of the écrivain-photographe, which I define as a writer who 

actively engaged with photography by taking his/her own photographs, actively 

commissioning and staging his photographic portraits, and/or theorizing about the 

                                                 
5 For Talbot there was a difference in degrees of copy depending on the photographic process used. The 

unique image of the daguerreotype produced a copy of Nature, while the calotype, endlessly reproducible, 

was a copy of a copy (Armstrong, Scenes in a Library 151). 
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medium. As Trachtenberg goes on to say, “the predominance of the photographer-writer 

in the critical tradition is not without ambiguous effect. Each has had to invent a rationale 

from the intellectual material of the moment, and yet we have looked to them for insight 

into the medium as a whole” (xiii), thereby illustrating the urgency for scholarship that, in 

contrast, examines the writer-photographer.  

In the nineteenth century, the industrialization and commercialization of 

photography troubled the distinctions between art and science, nature and culture, and 

reality and illusion. When the daguerreotype was first announced to the French public on 

7 January 1839, it generated a cultural craze, as illustrated in Théodore Maurissset’s La 

daguerréotypomanie (1839) which depicts throngs of eager individuals in line to have 

their picture taken. A major historical event of the nineteenth century, the daguerreotype 

process was first encountered largely through writing and discourse before it was 

experienced visually (Brunet 15). From its origins, the medium was already 

etymologically linked with other modes of representation, namely writing and drawing. 

Niépce, for example, described his proto-photographic process as héliographie (sun 

writing/drawing) in 1827, nearly a decade before photography was “officially” invented.  

Similarly, the word photography, coming from the Greek roots phos (light) and graphie 

(writing/drawing), drew upon other modes of representation to describe a medium that 

didn’t quite have a language of its own, as further reinforced in the title of Talbot’s 
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book.6 Photography was thus deeply associated with the act of writing from its 

beginnings.  

A growing mass-media, photography changed how individuals represented 

themselves and interacted with the world they inhabited. Because photography presented 

a new way of seeing and representing that troubled conceptions of “the real,” mid-

nineteenth-century writers needed to position themselves in relation to this nascent 

technology. Indeed, the camera offered a new mode of observation and new way of 

thinking about vision and the visual that demanded literary techniques that could, through 

words, bring the material world to life for the reader. As Victorian scholar Nancy 

Armstrong puts it, authors needed to “confirm, adjust, criticize, or update” their writing 

in a world largely “overdetermined by images” (3). Consequently, photography served as 

both a model and counter-model for writers and artists, shaping their artistic strategies in 

relation to the camera. Some writers feared and opposed the new technology, including 

Honoré de Balzac (though he would still use the metaphor of photography to describe La 

Comédie humaine as way to daguerreotype society),7 Gustave Flaubert, Guy de 

Maupassant (both of whom tried to limit the number of photographic portraits taken of 

them), and perhaps most famously, Charles Baudelaire.  

                                                 
6 For more on how photography presented a conceptual challenge to early photographers, particularly as it 

concerns the paradox of nature vs culture, see Geoffrey Batchen, Burning with Desire. 
7 I will further explore Balzac’s fear of photography as a process of disembodiment that challenged the 

unity of selfhood in Chapter 1.  
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Literary critics and authors alike compared the realist novel to photography, 

labeling these works “photographic” to signal their opposition to the ideals of genius.8 

“As realism moved into a more demanding position in artistic considerations,” Jill Kelly 

explains, “photography and the realist novel found themselves allied on the wrong side of 

the realist/idealist debate. The use of photographic comparisons when speaking of a novel 

lies at the heart of a fundamental clash in values and mirrored the threat that critics felt 

realism posed to aesthetics” (199). Other writers, however, self-identified as 

photographers and employed narrative strategies such as framing or exhaustive detail to 

emulate a photographic language. For realist authors like Emile Zola, photography served 

as a metaphor for defining his literary project and equally the aesthetics of 

Impressionism. The motif of the camera promoted the value of art that was “true-to-life” 

and focused outward on social realities though, as I argue in Chapter 2, Zola’s 

engagement with photography has less to do with documentation and more to do with the 

narrative potential of images. 

Art critics and writers during this time actively wrote about photography, often 

presenting the medium as a source of anxiety that troubled the respectable boundaries 

between the arts. Charles Baudelaire, for example, laments photography’s rising prestige 

in “Le Public moderne et la photographie” from the Salon de 1859, observing that “le 

peintre devient de plus en plus enclin à peindre, non pas ce qu’il rêve, mais ce qu’il voit” 

(25). Baudelaire’s outspoken criticism of the new industry suggests that photography 

                                                 
8 For more on the pejorative use of the term “photographic” as it was used by critics in nineteenth-century 

France, see Jilly Kelly. 
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encroaches upon the other more reputable visual arts, forcing artists to compromise their 

vision by trading in their eyes (and, more importantly, the mind’s eye of the imagination) 

for that of the camera and its aesthetic of imitation. According to Baudelaire, 

photography contributed to a lack of originality and “l'appauvrissement du génie 

artistique français, déjà si rare” (25) because it required no talent on the part of the 

“artist.” Photography would do best to serve the other arts rather than posture as one.  

In Le Réalisme (1857), art critic and novelist Champfleury (Jules François Felix 

Fleury-Husson) defends Realism against accusations that these artists are merely 

photographers, imitators with no artistic talent. In this manifesto, he maintains the 

opposition between photography and the other arts in an illustrative story about ten 

daguerreotypers and ten landscape painters who gather in the country to represent the 

same view through their respective mediums. As soon as the glass plates are developed, 

the daguerreotypes reveal ten different, yet identical, images with no variation. In 

contrast, the eleven landscape artists take hours to draw the same scene with the end 

result showing the “tempérament particulier” (93) of each individual. The “tempérament” 

of an artist was thus essential for demonstrating creative intent, something that 

photography lacked because the camera apparatus saw in place of the artist’s hand. 

Photography thus generated unease for writers that it made realist art look bad because it 

was too real. 

At the same time, the uncanny accuracy of photographic realism was feared for its 

abstraction and ghostly qualities, as Champfleury’s satire of photography demonstrates in 

“La Légende du daguerréotype” (1863). In this story, Champfleury humorously narrates a 
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scene in a daguerreotype studio in which the sitter, Monsieur Balandard, must sit 

completely frozen for an extensive length of time. The handsome photographer, 

Carcassonne, the first daguerreotyper to open a studio in Paris, repeatedly fails to capture 

a good portrait because Balandard can’t seem to sit still. After multiple snaps of the 

camera, Balandard disappears completely (a very real fear that Balzac shared) with only 

his voice, and the photograph, left behind as a trace of his existence. A scene of complete 

absence, Champfleury’s story also indicates that photography wasn’t solely associated 

with realism, but was also viewed as a form of abstraction. Not only does Balandard want 

an idealized portrait of himself (one that would make him look like Carcasonne), but in 

order to realize the portrait, the camera must render its subject into a ghost.  

As Daniel Novak has argued, in the nineteenth century, photography was also 

associated with the realm of the imaginary and therefore wasn’t always trusted and 

valued for its mimetic effect. As he observes, “technologies of realism rendered its 

subjects at once dismembered and disembodied” (4), in effect, exiling subjects from 

(corpo)reality. Though his research focuses on Victorian culture, Novak’s study provides 

an alternative approach for understanding the relationship between literature and 

photography outside the dominant critical discourse of realist conventions. The 

theoretical connections that I see between exile and photography equally provide a model 

for thinking about the relationship between literature and photography beyond the realist 

paradigm of the mid nineteenth century that commonly views photography as a challenge 
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to literature. The longstanding emphasis on the rivalry between literature and 

photography indeed obscures the symbiotic intersections between both disciplines.9  

Professional photographers, most famously Nadar (Gaspard Felix Tournachon), 

were largely responsible for diffusing portraits of authors to the public, contributing to 

the growing celebrity culture and the interest in the private lives of writers.10 Still, 

photographers were not merely at the service of writers. They also moved within the 

same artistic circles and even collaborated together, as illustrated in the relationship 

between Maxime du Camp and Gustave Flaubert, though as Philippe Ortel notes, 

nowhere in Egypte, Nubie, Palestine, et Syrie (1852) would Maxime du Camp mention 

his travel and art companion. Many writers also planned photographically illustrated 

books; however, because printing photographs was a costly endeavor, the majority of 

these projects were never realized. Théophile Gautier’s Voyage en Russie (1867), for 

example, should have been published with photographs taken by Pierre-Ambroise 

Richebourg as announced in La Lumière on 28 May 1859 (Ortel 17-18). And both Victor 

Hugo and Emile Zola, as we will see, intended to publish their photographs from exile, 

but were never able to realize these multimedia works. Several authors were also 

members of photographic societies like the la Société héliographique (founded in 1851 

and in 1854 became la Société française de photographie), including Théophile Gautier 

and Champfleury.  

                                                 
9 For more on why the history between literature and photography has been marginalized from critical 

discourse, see Philippe Ortel. His study looks to the ways the invention of photography was written about, 

and by whom, during the nineteenth century. 
10 For more on fame and photography in nineteenth-century France, see Michael Garval and Elizabeth 

Emery. 
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While this rich interdisciplinary field has produced more research in the past 

decade on the intersections between literature and photography and the relationship 

between nineteenth-century writers and photographers, few scholars have attempted to 

provide analysis of the writer-photographer’s visual oeuvre. My study attempts to fill this 

gap by looking at the photographs of these canonical authors in dialogue with their 

writing, and in doing so, sheds light on their literary projects and the influence of 

photography in Hugo’s Romanticism, Zola’s Naturalism, and Loti’s Orientalism at the 

end of the century. Not just complements to their writing, however, these photographs are 

works of art in themselves.  

My interdisciplinary research bridges literary history and visual culture studies 

and provides a crucial lens for investigating the écrivain-photographe of the nineteenth 

century. Though the artists I consider are not the only writers practicing photography 

during this time, by choosing artists who share in common the experience of exile, I 

examine the interplay between exile in its imagined and actualized (physical) forms. 

Indeed, these displaced artists illustrate that the subject of exile is both a pervasive motif 

and a historical reality in nineteenth-century France, deeply tied to the revolutionary 

political and cultural climate that photography was both a product of and participated in. 

What this study shows is that far from being at odds with one another, literature and 

photography enjoyed a fruitful relationship in the nineteenth century, well beyond the 

limits of realist conventions. The writer-photographers I look at traversed boundaries of 

genre and saw photography as much more than an object of utility and tool for 

documentation. Rather, as I argue, they found in photography and its affinity to exile an 
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emblematic medium for self-expression, self-representation, and posterity, all the more 

significant when understood within the context of their exiles. Equally important, their 

photographs provide insight into how and why the nineteenth-century author represented 

himself away from home and through photography.11 

 I ask: How and why do these writer-photographers represent themselves away 

from home and within the context of exile? What is it about the experience of exile that 

inspires these authors to turn to photography (rather than painting, sketching, etching, 

etc.), and more specifically, in what ways does the camera lend itself to expressing this 

disjunctive state? Given Romanticism’s aestheticization of exile as a mark of creative 

genius, how is exile re-imagined in the seemingly dissimilar realist paradigm introduced 

by photographic representation? Finally, what can these images of exile tell us about 

these writers’ aesthetics of representation, and more general, the intersections between 

literature and photography during this time? Part of the answer to these questions is the 

connection between exile and artistic identity in the nineteenth-century French cultural 

imagination that, as I contend, is based on the rhetoric of being out of place.  

 

DEFINING “OUT OF PLACE” 

The authors in this study all experienced different forms of exile and thus it is 

necessary to clarify my definition and how I see it related to the idea of being “out of 

                                                 
11 As point of contrast, Elizabeth Emery’s study of the writer house museum argues that public fascination 

with the private lives of authors stemmed from the idea that writers’ houses were an extension of their 

artistic persona, a form of self-portraiture, and consequently numerous writers took photographs of 

themselves at home.   
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place.” Victor Hugo was exiled from France from 1852-1870 following the 2 December 

1851 coup d’état. His proscription sent him to Brussels, then to the Anglo-Norman 

Islands where he would stay in Jersey and later in Guernsey. Emile Zola was forced into 

exile in Britain after he was charged for libel and defamation for publishing J’accuse …! 

(1898), a condemnatory letter addressed to President of the Third Republic, Félix Faure, 

and published in L’Aurore. He spent eleven months in exile in order to escape a one-year 

prison sentence. In contrast to Hugo and Zola’s involuntary absence from France, Pierre 

Loti (Julien Viaud), a French naval officer, thought of himself as an exile, perpetually 

displaced and willingly separated from French society. His itinerant life at sea is 

represented in his writing as a form of exile; one that is self-constructed, allowing him to 

live out an exotic fantasy.  

In nineteenth-century France, the terms designating exile vary greatly —émigré, 

proscrit, exilé, and éprouvé (a term Victor Hugo preferred)12—as do their different 

valences and the socio-political contexts from which they emerge. While exile, travel, 

emigration, and expatriation are all distinct and should not be conflated into a singular 

experience, in the nineteenth century these terms overlap to designate both the idea and 

reality of exile.13 I follow the lead of the authors in this study and, in the subsequent 

chapters, I have attempted to use the terms they employ. Unlike Hugo who used a variety 

of words to illustrate his proscription, Zola and Loti preferred the term l’exil and l’exilé. 

                                                 
12 Sylvie Aprile provides an insightful analysis of the term eprouvé and its relation to the conditions of 

exile as a series of trials and hardships (epreuve) in which the exile most prove him/herself (prouver; 

donner des preuves). See Le Siècle des exilés (8).  
13 Sylvie Aprile proposes that distinguishing between the exile and the immigrant in the nineteenth century 

is difficult precisely because it is at this time that these categories, as well as question of national identity 

and nationalism, are taking shape.   
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It is not the purpose nor is it within the scope of this project, however, to excavate a 

history of these terms or the political history surrounding their use. Be that as it may, it is 

important to further clarify my definition of exile and the ways it will be used in this 

project. 

The Latin roots of “exile” come from the verb ex(s)iliere, ex meaning “out of” 

and salire “to leap.” The expression first appears in Old French in the substantive form as 

essil and verb form essillier which signified both exile in terms of banishment and also 

connoted “ravage” and “destruction.” From its etymological origins, we can surmise that 

exile was first conceived in spatial terms as a movement away or outside. This idea is 

elaborated by Hugo, Zola, and Loti, as we will see, who each imagined and represented 

their exiles through the categories of space and place. In other words, if they present 

themselves as placeless figures, removed from the stability and familiarity of place, their 

exiles nonetheless occur in specific locations. 

Following Susan Rubin Suleiman’s description, exile is in its most narrow sense a 

form of political banishment and in broader terms it indicates estrangement and 

displacement that can be physical or psychological (2). Exile therefore occasions a 

removal from home, homeland, or a fixed center. I employ the phrase “out of place” to 

encompass the broader definition of exile that is both geographical and psychological. I 

believe it exemplifies both the physical and metaphorical conditions of exile by 

expressing a lack of grounding or an absence. To be out of place is to lack spaces of 

belonging whether geographically, socially, politically, and/or artistically.  
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Because identity is rooted to and constructed via space and place, exile is a 

disorienting process in which the exile both inhabits spaces of otherness and is equally 

forced to recognize him/herself as other, that is to say, no longer a unified self. Indeed, 

space and place structure one’s sense of identity and shape communities of belonging on 

the individual, familial, and national levels. Far from neutral or objective categories, they 

are socially constructed, inflected with ideological meaning and are therefore historical. 

Among others, Yi-Fu Tuan and Henri Lefebvre have proposed that space and place are 

not limited to geographical notions, but more importantly should be understood as 

perceived, imagined, and lived frameworks from which (and within) individual and 

collective identity and memory are formed.14 But what is the relationship between space 

and place and what, if any, are the distinctions between the two?  

Although they differ, space and place are interdependent. While neither space nor 

place is fixed and while each is assigned sociopolitical values, place differs from space in 

that it is invested with meaning over time through lived experience and the memories we 

attach to it. For Tuan, space is associated with freedom whereas place conveys stability 

and security (3), an important distinction for this study. This leads Tuan to propose that if 

space is “that which allows movement, then place is pause; each pause in movement 

makes it possible for location to be transformed into place” (6). This “pause” is created 

through increased familiarity, attachment, and intimacy with a space. Our physical 

orientation in space and affective bonds to place, both fundamental to our sense of 

selfhood, are both equally upended by exile, whether through forced proscription or the 

                                                 
14 For more on spatial theory, see Yi-Fu Tuan and Henri Lefebvre. 
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disorientations of travel. “To strengthen our sense of self,” as Tuan notes, “the past needs 

to be rescued and made accessible” (187). Put otherwise it is through a meaningful 

connection to the past that our personal histories take shape, demonstrating the 

importance of photographs to establish continuity for the exile. Indeed, as Aprile 

explains, “Le recours au passé ne s’apparente pas à une recherche convenue de modèles, 

mais à un ancrage, une forme d’enracinement dans le temps, qui déjoue l’instabilité 

présente” (Le Siècle des exilés 144-145).  

Exile thus challenges the processes of identification (artistic, familial, and 

national) that are forged via space and place. “Out of place “also indicates that the 

memory of exile is one of nostalgia for the past, that is to say a re-imagination and 

idealization of the past that manifests vis-à-vis space and place. For Hugo, his portraits on 

the rocher des Proscrits exploit the iconography of the island within France’s collective 

imagination and its connection to the quintessential Romantic poet and Napoleonic 

figure. While for Zola, his photographs of the Crystal Palace reflect back on his own 

illustrious past. And in the case of Loti, his nostalgia for dying cultures commodifies 

“authentic” spaces of Turkish culture quite literally in a cliché, which is to say in both a 

snapshot and a stereotypical or conventional image. In short, where they are is never 

where they want to be. 

Exile also has its own kind of space, an ailleurs that is desolate, ghostly, and 

haunted by absence, or in other words placeless. These exilic spaces as they are 

represented by these authors visualize an anxious preoccupation with their own obscurity 

and impermanence, further punctuated by photography that reproduces their current 
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present-absence and announces their imminent oblivion. These authors also find 

themselves out of place within their artistic movements. As I will argue in Chapter 1, 

Hugo’s Romanticism is firmly entrenched in the modern, and is equally socially and 

politically engaged within the context of Second-Empire France. In Chapter 2, Zola’s 

social utopianism at the end of his literary career is a departure from his Naturalism and, 

as I contend, illustrates an exile from reality in its depiction of a France that does not yet 

exist. And in my treatment of Pierre Loti’s Orientalism and Exoticism in Chapter 3, I 

argue that his self-identification as an “homme 1830” reveals an attempt to live in an 

imagined past before modernity that is projected onto foreign lands.  

Pointing to a paradox at the heart of exile, twentieth-century theories on exile 

suggest that the experience of “not-belonging” can likewise provide creative stimulus. In 

his foundational essay, Reflections on Exile (1984), Said characterizes exile as both “a 

condition of terminal loss” and a “potent, even enriching, motif of modern culture” (173), 

connecting the subject of exile to the creative enterprise. Echoing Adorno, Said observes 

that for the exile “the only true home available now, though fragile and vulnerable, is in 

writing” (184). He conceptualizes the intellectual as an outsider whose disjointed state 

provides a “sharper vision” and a “different set of lenses” (xxxv). Following Said, critics 

have continued to look at the ways in which exile affects artistry, focusing on narratives 

of exile and the figure of the exiled artist. Michael Siedel’s study, Exile and the Narrative 

Imagination (1986), has argued that exile “enable[s] fiction” and can activate the artist’s 

imagination, thereby making “an artistic virtue of exilic necessity” (xii, 5). Seidel, like 

Adorno and Said, posits that the creative process is “a special homecoming” (xi) for the 
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exiled artist because it can transform a state of rupture back into a “figure of connection 

(x).  

In Exile and Creativity: Signposts, Travelers, Outsiders, Backward Glances 

(1998), a collection of essays edited by Susan Rubin Suleiman, scholars from different 

disciplines have addressed the relationship between the experience of what Suleiman 

calls “being ‘not home’” and creativity. Suleiman raises the following question: “Is this 

distance a falling away from some original wholeness and source of creativity, or is it on 

the contrary a spur to creativity? Is exile a cause for optimism (celebration, even) or its 

opposite?” (2).15 A difficult question with no clear answer that would otherwise “obscure 

what is truly horrendous” (138) about exile, as Said warns, it is perhaps better to think of 

the exiled artist as living on the periphery so that by inhabiting a space in which s/he does 

not belong and is not at home, there is the possibility for new perspectives and new forms 

of engagement. Sylvie Aprile puts this tension best when she writes that the conditions of 

exile place "l’artiste dans une situation périphérique et introspective qui peut le conduire 

vers de nouvelles formes de créativité militante même lorsqu’elles n’apparaissent pas 

explicitement comme une forme d’engagement” (Le siècle des exilés 146). Writing and 

photographing from afar, Hugo, Zola, and Loti were indeed all critical of France and 

likewise reflected on what it meant to be French, and a French artist, while away from 

their patrie.  

                                                 
15 See also Cultures of Exile: Images of Displacement, eds. Wendy Everett and Peter Wagstaff. This 

interdisciplinary study looks at the theme of exile in the twentieth century in relation to space, time, and the 

body.  
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My understanding of the relationship between exile and creative energy takes 

from Jane Stabler’s recent study of Romantic and Victorian writers in Italy, The Artistry 

of Exile (2013), in which she presents “the uneven experience of exile” (x) as a moment 

of crisis that shapes an artist’s aesthetics of representation. As she writes, “Exile has 

always been a dialogical condition, fostering reflection on the difference between here 

and there, then and now, presence and absence” (ix) and so if displacement affects artistic 

creativity, it does so through an awareness of fragmentation, disjunction, and a lack of 

unity or continuity. The dialogical condition that she describes evokes a tension that is 

equally characteristic of the photographic image particularly as it concerns the motif of 

absence. In keeping with Stabler’s notion that the “artistry of exile” is foundational to the 

nineteenth-century period, I place imagined forms of exile, that is to say representations 

of exile, in dialogue with the distinct historical contexts from which they emerge. In 

contrast to Stabler’s inquiry, the artists in this study all thematized exile before their 

respective absences. Both Hugo and Loti, for example, fantasized about exile before even 

leaving France. While their aesthetics are indeed shaped by their displacements, as I will 

show, I am also interested in how and why exile frames the construction of artistic 

identity during the nineteenth century and in what ways Hugo, Zola, and Loti emulate 

this trope during exile, as it shifts from a metaphor to a reality.  
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THE CENTURY OF EXILE(S) 

While scholars agree that exile constitutes a defining historical, political and 

geographical experience of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, exile is not typically 

associated with nineteenth-century studies. However, as Sylvie Aprile’s recent and 

comprehensive study, Le Siècles des exiles: bannis et proscrits de 1789 à la Commune 

(2010), demonstrates, the long nineteenth century in France is indeed a period of exile, 

intimately linked to the unsettling political and cultural climate following the French 

Revolution. Her social and political history of the phenomenon of exile during this time 

shows in what ways the numerous revolutions, shifting ruling regimes, and major 

political events of the century led to different generations of proscrits, many who turned 

to writing “pour se justifier, pour demander pardon, pour dénoncer le régime en place ou 

simplement pour predenre des nouvelles des leurs” (8). Tracing the different waves of 

exiles thus offers a vivid reflection of the volatile political climate. As importantly, it 

provides a lens for understanding the often touted dynamism, mobility, and uncertainty of 

this period that intersects and overlaps with literary and artistic movements, 

demonstrating, as I contend, the importance of a study that examines the trope of exile in 

dialogue with the historical context from which it emerges and through artists who 

experienced it first-hand.  

Although in France deportation was part of the penal code of 1810, it was rarely 

used until after 1832 when the first law of political detention was put into effect (Aprile, 

Le Siècle des exilés 10-11). Before this time, emigration was nonetheless viewed as a 

precursory form of political exile for those believed to be enemies to the governing power 
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and was associated with treasonous revolutionary activity. During the Revolution, the 

expulsion of the French monarchy led to a large number of émigrés who escaped to 

countries outside of France and Europe, most notably Germaine de Staël who was first 

ordered to stay outside of Paris and then outside of France, as well as François-René de 

Chateaubriand who spent four months in exile in Jersey. During the Bourbon Restoration 

(1814-1830), the aristocratic emigrants came home to force the Bonapartistes who had 

driven them out into their own exile, including Napoléon Bonaparte who spent time in 

exile first on Ebla and then St. Helena. Significantly, it is at this same time that French 

Romanticism, an intellectual and artistic movement born from the events and aftermath 

of 1789, began to flourish (Aprile, Le Siècle des exilés 12). Napoléon III’s coup d’état on 

2 December 1851 and subsequent establishment of the Second Empire alone drove 

roughly 10,000 people into exile outside of France, including famed author and politician 

Victor Hugo, who would follow in the footsteps of his literary predecessor, 

Chateaubriand, to the Channel Islands. And towards the end of the century after 1871, a 

date marking the end of the Second Empire and France’s defeat in the Franco-Prussian 

War, and into the twentieth century, the Third Republic was responsible for deporting 

many communards and anarchists who stood in opposition to its authoritarian and 

institutional power, including poet and activist Louise Michel and journalist and writer 

Jules Vallès. 

That exile is a defining feature of cultural production during this time can, in part, 

be explained by the significant number of prolific authors and artists whose work is 

fueled by their separation from France. Subversive, politically engaged, and critical of 
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dominant discourses and systems of power in place, their work attests to the great social 

and cultural changes at this time. Not only were concepts of national identity and 

nationalism taking root, but revolutions in travel and France’s burgeoning imperial 

colonialism changed what it meant to be French and to be “at home” in France. The 

historical reality of exile further disrupted identity politics. As Germaine de Staël writes 

in a letter to Karoline von Bern on 5 May 1814, “Exile made me lose the ties that bound 

me to Paris and I became European” (qtd. in Goodden 1).16 Though she would forever 

remain attached to Paris, writing this while in England, Staël observes that exile 

transformed how she perceived her identity. Her absence shaped her work and what she 

saw as the potential usefulness of her proscription, writing in Dix années d’exil (1818) 

that “Je ne serai donc point inutile au monde en signalant tout ce qui doit porter à ne 

laisser jamais aux souverains le droit arbitraire de l’exil” (55). Political banishment 

promoted her dissenting voice, as Goodden argues in Madame de Staël: The Dangerous 

Exile (2008), and framed her absence as both a political weapon and creative impetus: 

“Exile led Staël to freedom, though it was meant to make her captive…. For Staël herself 

it [exile] meant two things simultaneously, absence and the writing about absence” (292). 

The authors in this study similarly dealt with the weight of their absence and addressed it 

in their writing and photographs. In the case of Hugo and Zola, they found solace in their 

work that could wage a battle from afar, guaranteeing that though in exile they were still 

relevant. 

                                                 
16 Sylvie Arpile addresses the lack of attention given to female figures of exile in the nineteenth century in 

her article, “De l’exile à l’exilée: une histoire sexuée de la proscription politique outre-Manche et outre-

Atlantique sous le Second Empire.” 
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Outside the political realm, the rhetoric of exile was employed by nineteenth-

century authors and critics alike to reflect on and idealize the effects of displacement on 

creative energy. In his preface for Splendeurs et misères des courtisanes (1845), for 

example, Honoré de Balzac writes that “il n’y plus d’énergie que dans les êtres séparés de 

la société. La littérature actuelle manque de contrastes, et il n’y a pas de contrastes 

possibles sans distances” (425). He valorizes being out of place as a means of 

reinvigorating artistry that, as he feared, had fallen into banality and no longer 

demonstrated variety. Echoing Balzac at the end of the century, Antoine Alablat similarly 

reflects in Le mal d’écrire (1895), that “on a beau vanter le profit du coudoiement 

sociale” (22) and suggests that Paris stifled artistic talent by reducing art to the same 

tropes: “Combien mettra-t-on encore d'années à voir que Paris est une immense scène où 

tout le monde joue à son tour le même rôle, où chacun recommence le même livre, publie 

le même article, présente la même pièce, répète les mêmes plaisanteries dans les mêmes 

salons et devant les mêmes éventails!” (25). A French writer and literary critic, Alablat 

stresses the relationship between artistic talent and the experience of exile, observing that 

“Ne vivez pas à Paris, si vous voulez écrire quelque chose qui ait de la valeur. Une œuvre 

durable s’engendre à force de méditation et d’isolement…. L’exil est une nécessité 

absolue pour celui qui veut sentir la nature et comprendre l’art” (22). For Albalat, 

isolation is paramount to fostering creative genius and producing a work of art that is of 

worth. 

Just as the subject of exile and artistry has captured the attention of contemporary 

scholars, it likewise attracted the attention of poets, artists, authors, and critics of the 
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nineteenth century. These cultural reflections on exile imagine social and spatial forms of 

displacement as central to the cultivation and preservation of artistic talent. Intimately 

tied to the construction of artistic identity and the aesthetics of representation, as Albalat 

suggests, within French literature and visual culture of the nineteenth century, the earliest 

representations of the trope of exile signify a Romantic sensibility in which self-

alienation from home and homeland is idealized for cultivating a refined emotional and 

aesthetic superiority. The early century’s mal du siècle, emblematized in the image of the 

tortured Romantic hero, a solitary and melancholic wanderer who searches for selfhood 

from the margins, demonstrates an artistic preoccupation with the metaphor of exile. 

Though his displacement connotes homelessness, exile takes place in a specific locale 

within the Romantic tradition, most especially in the iconography of islands, deserts, and 

ruins. The figure of exile can also be found at home. In the mid- and late-nineteenth 

century, vacant landscapes are replaced by Paris where the flâneur, an urban explorer 

who symbolized the modern artist, experiences alienation and detachment. And at the end 

of the century, it is expressed in the decadent (anti)hero who retreats from the banality 

and materialism associated with the French capital in order to indulge in aesthetic 

pleasures.17  

A generation of dispossessed youth, from Chateaubriand’s René and Musset’s 

Octave to Baudelaire’s flâneur and Huysmans’s Des Esseintes, the figure of exile in 

nineteenth-century cultural production frames artistic identity based on the value and 

distinction of being out of place. These cultural expressions of exile likewise reference 

                                                 
17 For more on the connection between Des Esseintes and exile, see Bettina Knapp. 
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the turbulent political climate, as in Honoré Daumier’s plaster bas-relief entitled “Les 

émigrants” or “Les fugitifs,” executed in 1855-56 that depicts a group of 

indistinguishable and tightly-packed bodies fleeing from and towards an unknown 

location, or Théodore de Banville’s Les Exilés (1867), a collection of poems that pays 

homage to both the human condition of exile and as a physical displacement.18 And 

while Honoré de Balzac’s novel Les Proscrits: esquisses historiques (1831) looks back to 

the fourteenth century and the exile of poet Dante Alighieri from Florence, its subject no 

doubt drew from the context of the July Monarchy and the arrival of Italian exiles in Paris 

during this time (Guise 514-515).  

While exilic imagery associated with the French capital served as a metaphor for 

the century’s perceived alienation, a point I will return to, Paris was also connected to the 

reality of exile as an asylum for political refuges coming from Germany, Poland, and 

Romania during the 1830s and 40s. As Aprile observes, “Il faut également rappeler que la 

France se vit plutôt comme une terre d’asile que comme une terre d’exil. L’image de 

Paris, la capitale des exilés de toute l’Europe à la veille du Printemps des peuples, a 

quelque peu oblitéré les réalités de la proscription politique” (Le Siècle des exilés 10). 

Exile is therefore both a historical reality and a dominant trope of the nineteenth-century, 

one that is (re)-imagined and narrativized across different genres and modes of 

representation. As Sylvie Aprile poignantly observes, “Décrit, justifié, héroïsé ou décrié, 

                                                 
18 In the preface, Banville writes that the subject of exile is “le grand cri de désolation de l’Humanité à 

travers les âges,” and continues with, “Mais ceux pour qui j’ai toujours versé des larmes qui brûlent mes 

yeux, ce sont les êtres dont l’exil n’aura ni fin ni terme. Est-ce ceux qui sont exilés dans la pauvreté, dans le 

vice, dans l’absence, dans la douleur, ceux que la mort a séparés des êtres qui leur sont chers? Non, car 

ceux-là aussi peuvent être plaints et consolés par des êtres pareils à eux, et l’abime où ils se lamentent peut 

être comblé par le repentir et par le désir effréné du ciel” (3-4). 
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l’exil est affaire d’images et de représentations” (Le Siècle des exilés 8), thus pointing to 

the importance of an interdisciplinary study that considers representations of exile in 

relation to photography. 

 

THE ARTIST AS A FIGURE OF EXILE  

The figure of exile served as representational and inspirational archetype for the 

nineteenth-century artist, an avatar of genius whose geographic displacement from 

society expresses a psychological state that critics have tied to the post-Revolutionary 

climate and the century’s social and political upheavals. Within the Romantic tradition, 

the male hero's disillusionment and nostalgia generates an idealization of the past, sense 

of detachment from the present, and anxiety over the future that takes place on the 

margins, away from mainstream society.19 In his groundbreaking study, Balzac et le mal 

du siècle (1970), Pierre Barbéris raises the following question: “quelles sont les racines 

du sentiment d’exil?” (36). Tracing the Romantic hero’s maladie, which he defines as 

“l’insatisfaction éternelle” (34), to the Realist novel’s “prise de conscience” (34) of this 

antisocial sickness, Barbéris locates the century’s existential “difficulté d’être” (32) in 

social causes, including the collapse of the ancien régime, the effects of eighteenth-

century rationalism, and changes in class politics.  

More recently, Margaret Waller and Kari Weil connect Romantic narratives of 

exile to race and gender politics. In “Cherchez la Femme: Male Malady and Narrative 

                                                 
19 Here, I use the masculine pronoun intentionally. The problematic gendering of conceptions of (male) 

Romantic genius will be further explored in Chapter 1.   
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Politics in the French Romantic Novel” (1989) and The Male Malady (1993), Waller 

looks at how male-centered plots of self-imposed exile and disempowerment published in 

the aftermath of the French Revolution seemingly point to a crisis of masculinity by 

signaling the protagonist’s inability to socially (re)produce in a “man’s world” and his 

inability to fit within gender conventions of masculinity. Though her research focuses 

primarily on the feminization of these characters as a mark of their social alienation, one 

linked to concepts of creative genius as Christine Battersby insightfully demonstrates in 

Gender and Genius (1989), Waller’s observation that “the apparent fascination with male 

disablement acts as a screen for a compensatory empowerment” (149) informs my 

argument that the metaphor of exile is not only an essential concept in the construction of 

(male) artistic identity during the nineteenth century, but that, as I will show, it serves as 

an empowering form of personal myth-making for the exiled artist. Indeed, the Romantic 

heroes of mal du siècle fiction provide a model of self-representation for these exiled 

authors, most especially for Victor Hugo who, as I argue in Chapter 1, directly emulates 

these figures in his portraits on the rocher des Proscrits to ensure his enduring legacy. 

In “Romantic Exile and the Melancholia of Identification” (1995), Kari Weil 

looks at how the trope of exile imagines spaces of marginality as “a place from which to 

consider and attempt to negotiate the social, political, and psychological boundaries 

between self and other” (111). Yet, as Weil’s examination of René (1802) and Ourika 

(1824) demonstrates, not all forms of marginality prove to be privileged spaces to 

negotiate identity. Though they share the experience of displacement from home and 

homeland and the ensuing melancholia of mourning what they have lost, the white male 
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protagonist of Chateaubriand’s novel is able to reconstruct his identity in ways that 

Ourika’s gender and race won’t allow her. In this way, exilic spaces are a paramount 

locus for nurturing poetic genius, but only to a select few. This telling difference informs 

my reading of Loti’s performativity of otherness in his writing and portraits in Chapter 3 

and what I see as the implications, and ultimately failure, of his self-constructed exile that 

attempts to re-negotiate his French identity by assuming a Turkish one. Building on this 

mal du siècle scholarship, I revisit Barbéris, Waller, Weil’s frameworks to understand in 

what ways Hugo, Zola, and Loti re-imagine the romantic underpinnings of metaphors of 

exile within their own aesthetics of representation, focusing on how the trope evolves and 

takes on new meanings in the work of artists who experienced exile.  

In a new spatial ordering that links the world of Paris with social displacement, in 

the mid and late nineteenth century, the French capital, as Priscilla Parkhurst Ferguson 

argues, “converted the flâneur into a figure of exile” (81). The capital of modernity and 

of the nineteenth century as Walter Benjamin famously claimed, the physical 

transformation of Paris under Haussmann came to signify the distinctive characteristics 

of modern life during Second-Empire France where capitalism, urbanization, and 

industrialization led to increased mobility, overwhelming stimuli, and consequently, 

feelings of estrangement and uncertainty.20 In Home and Its Dislocations in Nineteenth-

Century France (1994), Suzanne Nash observes that the metaphor of homelessness in 

representations of Paris was used “to describe the aesthetic repercussions of cultural 

                                                 
20 For more on Paris in the nineteenth century see early urban theorist Georg Simmel’s, “The Metropolis 

and Mental Life.” For more contemporary studies on the urban experience, in addition to the ones 

discussed here, see T.J. Clark; Christopher Prendergast; and David Harvey. 
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change” (1), changes that we see mirrored in the figure of the flâneur who can no longer 

commandingly navigate the urban city as he did in the 1830s.21 His melancholic ennui as 

he travels through urban spaces mirrors the dispossessed Romantic figure at the 

beginning of the century, detached from the world around him in ways that confirmed his 

refined aesthetic sensibility and superiority, while simultaneously illustrating the artist’s 

difficulty to meaningful reproduce the world.  

Exiled from the crowd, Charles Baudelaire’s artiste-flâneur visually consumes the 

urban spectacle before him. He is a present absence, an anonymous figure whose 

dislocations indicated the artist’s desire to meaningfully decode the fragmentary and 

kaleidoscopic nature of modern life, making him a conduit for the artist’s investigation of 

visual perception and representation. Indeed, a passive and detached urban voyeur, the 

flâneur’s role was, accorrding to Baudelaire, “voir le monde, être au centre du monde et 

rester caché au monde” (“Le Peintre de la vie moderne” 1156). I will return to the 

associations between Paris and exile in Chapter 2 in my treatment of Zola’s La Curée 

where I argue that if the French capital is a site of exile haunted by absence, the meaning 

of Paris changes for Zola when he is forced to leave it. 

A product of nineteenth-century Paris, the flâneur was not only a symbol of the 

modern poet-artist, but was also a model for the scopocentric turn of modernity that 

privileged visual modes of experiencing the world. The myriad optical devices invented 

during the nineteenth century including the daguerreotype (and later photograph), 

                                                 
21 In Paris as Revolution, Ferguson traces the evolution of the flâneur from Balzac’s version during the 

July Monarchy to Baudelaire during the Second Empire. As she shows, Balzac’s flâneur is able to navigate 

through the city and render it legible, whereas for Baudelaire, within the world of Second-Empire Paris, the 

flâneur is experiences exile.  



 35 

diorama, stereoscope, kaleidoscope, and cinema, to name a few, offered new and varied 

visual practiques and techniques that reorganized the realm of the visible and the role of 

the observer. As cultural historian Nicholas Mirzoeff’s examination of the term visuality 

puts forth, in the nineteenth century, visuality was understood in relation to modernity, as 

a mode of representing that “ordered and narrated the chaotic events of modern life in 

intelligible visualized fashion” (56). Each of these devices provided a different vision or 

view of the world for the viewing subject, thus reconfiguring what can be represented and 

how. The flâneur was aligned with this visual impulse. Baudelaire, for example, likened 

him to a kaleidoscope, capable of retaining the dynamism and fragmented nature of the 

urban experience. In Ce qu’on voit dans les rues de Paris (1867), Victor Fournel 

describes the flâneur as a photographic image, calling him “un daguerréotype mobile et 

passionné qui garde les moindres traces, et eu qui se reproduisent, avec leurs reflets 

changeants, la marche des choses” (268), anticipating in many ways the invention of 

cinema.22  

The flâneur as a symbol of exile was thus tied to questions of representation as it 

concerned the experience of modern life. In the case of Baudelaire, flânerie, as Alexandra 

Wettlaufer explains, demonstrates the “desire to make form reflect the modern experience 

of both the dislocated fragmented external world, and the internal world” (162). Perhaps 

the most illustrative example of the connection between exile and aesthetics of 

representation is evidenced in Baudelaire’s poem “Le Cygne” (1859), a poem that he 

                                                 
22 In On Photography, Susan Sontag compares the photographer to a flâneur: “The photographer is an 

armed version of the solitary walker reconnoitering, stalking, cruising the urban inferno, the voyeuristic 

stroller who discovers the city as a landscape of voluptuous extremes. Adept of the joys of watching, 

connoisseur of empathy, the flâneur finds the world "picturesque" (55). 
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tellingly dedicated to Victor Hugo and sent a copy to during the author’s exile in Jersey 

during the same year that Hugo rejected Napoléon III’s offer of amnesty. Further 

underscoring the relationship between real and imagined forms of exile, the poem 

revolves around three exilic figures separated from their home: Andromache, the swan, 

and an African woman. The poem thus takes as its subject exile and is likewise addressed 

to the exile.  

Richard Terdiman’s illuminating reading of this poem characterizes its mood as 

one of “exile and dispossession” in which “le cygne” (and its homonym “le signe” or the 

sign)23 symbolizes the process of memory as an act of representation indicating loss. As 

he explains, “What the poem manifests is that the semiotic arises in an irreducible 

displacement—that “distance” which separates, which in effect exiles, all signs from their 

referents (indeed, in whose absence we would have no need or use for signs to begin 

with. It represents this displacement as an uprooting determined by political or social 

expatriation” (137). Reminding us of Cadava’s observation concerning the distance 

between the photographic moment and what is pictured, the representational gap between 

experience and language is indeed one of absence, crystallized in both the poem’s 

thematic elements and the formal elements in which the sign itself seems out of place 

(Terdiman 147). In this way exile and the exiled stand as tropes for not only the artist and 

solitary genius, but also for representation.   

Terdiman connects “Le Cygne” to the century’s memory crisis in which “natural 

memory” is altered by industrial and abstracted forms of memory, including the invention 

                                                 
23 In Les Misérables (1862), Victor Hugo wrote “Les cygnes comprennent les signes” (1249). 
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of photography. The question of how a culture remembers and constructs its history is an 

intense preoccupation and source of anxiety for nineteenth-century France that perceived 

a break with “the link to their own inheritance” and the “sense that their past had 

somehow evaded memory” (Terdiman 3-4). Not only a cognitive process but also a social 

practice through which the past persists into the present, memory forms the framework 

for self-knowledge and self-representation on an individual and collective level. If, as he 

puts it, “To remember is always to be separated” (original emphasis, 136), then 

photography does offer an ideal point of entry for analyzing the history of exile as one of 

absence that connects to larger questions of (self)-representation.  

A visual aide de mémoire, photography indeed transformed the consequences of 

absence and death. Now it was possible to stare at photographs of deceased loved ones or 

to flip through images of ancestors one had never met. Photographic portraits allowed for 

one to be remembered even while away and for the viewer to see places, people, and 

events that s/he had not witnessed first-hand, or perhaps, no longer existed. In this way, 

the mnemonic function of photography seemingly alleviates loss by ensuring that what is 

pictured would not be forgotten. Still, for Siegfried Kracauer, the organizing principles of 

memory and photography are diametrically opposed so that the camera in fact blocks 

memory by turning everything into a photographable present. The physical immediacy of 

a photograph “Seemingly ripped from the clutch of death,” as Kracauer observes, in fact 

“has succumbed to it all the more” (433). Roland Barthes also underscores the camera’s 

relationship with death and has argued that photography and memory are essentially 

conflicting because the static images produced by the camera in fact block true memory 
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that is more fluid (La Chambre Claire 142). However, Geoffrey Batchen proposes in 

Forget Me Not (2004) that photography’s relationship to memory is not so much about 

the past or sense of nostalgia, but rather about creating an everlasting image for the 

future.  

If a photograph stands in for a memory, it does so to ensure that what is pictured 

will be remembered and how. In this way, a photograph’s task of bolstering memory, or 

our relationship to the past, is more importantly directed towards the future and the 

memory that one leaves behind. Or put otherwise, it is about perpetuating a memory of 

one’s existence. Photographs are therefore not dedicated to remembering, as Batchen 

argues, but are “instead dedicated to the fear of forgetting and being forgotten” (Forget 

Me Not 47). This is indeed an important distinction to make in the context of exile and 

nineteenth-century France. In forcing one outside of history and memory, exile heightens 

the irremediable sense of loss and the underlying fear of being forgotten. The 

photographs taken by and of these authors when faced with their alienated conditions 

reveal this sense of urgency, to be gone, but not to be forgotten. Photography is therefore 

a central emblem of this exiling process, one that the authors in this study explore and 

exploit in their own engagement with the camera. 

Drawing upon both spatial theory and photography criticism, I examine these 

writer-photographer’s representations of and from exile, focusing on their photographs to 

provide a lens for teasing apart the interrelations and tensions between exile and artistic 

identity on the one hand, and its relationship to the underlying crises of representation 

and memory at the heart of nineteenth-century France on the other. Looking at the 
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literature and photography of Victor Hugo, Emile Zola, and Pierre Loti, I explore the 

historical, geographical, and metaphorical manifestations of exile, illustrating how loss, 

absence, and nostalgia, words equally characteristic of the photographic process, shape 

these writer-photographers’ aesthetics of (self)-representation. Their exilic absence 

mirrors the spectral qualities of photography that brings the past, the elsewhere, and the 

self within reach, while at the same time, forcing the viewer to realize his/her distance 

from these ideals. Though exile challenges identity, its resonances with creative genius 

also confirm these writer-photographer’s artistic selfhood, allowing them to re-write their 

absences from home as an aesthetically stimulating experience and exilic spaces as 

potential sites of artistic creativity. Ultimately, photography and photographic language 

become crucial tools for these displaced authors who grappled with the discomfort of 

their own personal and political absence.  

Chapter 1 of Out of Place explores how Victor Hugo looks back to past figures of 

exile in his photographic portraits while ostracized from history as it was happening in 

Second-Empire France. I examine in detail the connection between Romantic genius and 

self-imposed exile that is constructed via space and place to suggest that if Hugo 

fantasized about exile before his proscription, during his time in the Anglo-Norman 

islands, he capitalizes on its association with artistry. I argue that he performs a 

“revolutionary” artistic identity by aligning his image with a visual iconography referring 

to the historical Napoleon (Napoleon I) while writing about the contemporary Napoleon 

(Napoleon III) in Les Travailleurs de la Mer (1866), a novel that he dedicated to the 

place of his exile. Using Terdiman and Batchen, I situate his portraits in Jersey that he 
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intended to publish and that were distributed back home in France in relation to the 

question of memory to show in what ways photography was not opposed to 

Romanticism, but rather captured a tension between permanence and transience.   

Chapter 2 looks at the displacement of self from the national and social family in 

Zola’s photographs, his journal entries from exile, and in his treatise on reproduction in 

Fécondité (1899), a novel written during his exile in Britain that reflects the Third 

Republic’s quest for legitimacy and fertility, as well as that of the author, in the face of its 

perceived lack thereof. By comparing the photographs Zola took before and after his time 

abroad, particularly those taken with his family, to the photographs he took during his 

exile, I demonstrate that Zola’s relationship to space and place changes and that we 

likewise see this shift in his representations of Paris pre-Dreyfus Affair in La Curée 

(1871) and later in Fécondité. His family portraits, many that were included in a personal 

family album, reveal not only the narrative potential he saw in photographic 

representation (though he would claim otherwise in his theoretical writing), but the 

importance—and even anxiety—he placed in presenting himself as a father-figure of his 

family and his art. His estrangement from home thus troubles his artistic identity, which I 

locate in his absence from his photographs, while simultaneously connecting his image to 

Romantic tropes of alienation. Fécondité serves as a point of contrast to these images, 

offering Zola a fictional world to effectively write away absence; however, as I show 

through reading utopia as a form of exile, this can only happen out of place.  

Looking at Pierre Loti’s writings on photography and the photographs he took in 

Turkey while stationed there as a naval officer, in Chapter 3, I argue that his fantasy of 
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exile reveals an anxious preoccupation with the experience of time as absence from the 

past and future. By focusing on his journal entries, as well as Aziyadé (1888) and Les 

Désenchantées (1905), I examine why Loti represents his maritime adventures as an exile 

and how the different valences of his use of the word change depending on where he is. 

His nostalgia for an imagined past can only take place in certain exotic locales and is 

furthermore predicated on the erasure of France’s colonial history and his role in it. If like 

Hugo and Zola, he employs the trope of exile to frame his artistic identity as an outsider, 

as illustrated in his portraits where he appropriates exotic costume, by the twentieth 

century, the potency of this motif is exhausted. His charge that he has become an 

“homme 1830” indicates an awareness that, like the bygone Romantic-era poets, he lives 

in an “ivory tower” (a term first used by literary critic Sainte-Beuve) that consequently 

makes his self-constructed exile nothing but an outdated cliché. 
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Chapter 1: Looking Back, Moving Forward: Victor Hugo and the 

Romanticization of Exile  

 

“L’exil n’est pas une chose matérielle, c’est une chose morale. Tous les coins de 

terre se valent. Angulus ridet. Tout lieu de rêverie est bon, pourvu que le coin soit 

obscur et que l’horizon soit vaste.” 

 

—Victor Hugo, Ce que c’est l’exil (1852) 24 

 

INTRODUCTION: A ROMANTIC EXILE 

As the tile of Sylvie Aprile’s most recent study demonstrates (Le Siècle des exilés, 

2010), exile constitutes a major historical phenomenon in the long nineteenth century in 

France. Exile, be it forced or voluntary, was an identifying feature of the turbulent 

climate that heralded the nineteenth century in France. Not only did the French 

Revolution of 1789 and successive revolutions of 1830, 1848, and later Commune 

uprisings of 1871 lead to waves of political émigrés that fled France seeking asylum 

abroad, but the widespread changes in the structures of everyday life resulting from 

urbanization and capitalism prolonged a sense of rupture with the past and doubt over the 

unfulfilled promises of future progress. Together, these social and political upheavals 

fostered a climate of uncertainty and disenchantment that troubled post-Revolutionary 

France’s understanding of its own place in history.  

                                                 
24 From Latin, “Angulus ridet” translates as “this corner of the world makes me happy.” Victor Hugo: 

Œuvres Complètes. XV.I. Ed. Jean Massin (Paris: Le Club français du livre, 1967-1970): 602. All future 

references to Hugo’s writing, unless otherwise noted, come from this edition and will be noted 

parenthetically as OC followed by the volume and page number.  
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Characterizing the era in which he lived, Romantic author Alfred de Musset, for 

example, situates the source of the nineteenth-century’s maladie in the great wounds 

caused by revolutions in La Confession d’un enfant du siècle (1836): “Tout ce qui était 

n'est plus. Tout ce qui sera n'est pas encore. Ne cherchez pas ailleurs le secret de nos 

maux” (22).25 As Musset’s description of his generation makes clear, the French 

Revolution, later Napoleonic Wars, and subsequent uprisings sundered not only the past 

from the present, but also created distance between the present and the unforeseeable 

future, cultivating a sense of fissure whose rippling effects carried into the realm of 

artistic production. The destabilizing social and political forces lead to multiple 

generations of exiles that included authors such as Germaine de Staël and René de 

Chateaubriand so that the expression of exile in the Romantic period is deeply linked to 

the socio-political context surrounding its proliferation. These reverberations of exile in 

artistic production imagine a psychological struggle largely characterized by themes of 

loss, alienation, absence, and nostalgia, all which encompass the idea of being “out of 

place.”  

Born in the aftermath of the Revolution of 1789, the archetypical Romantic hero’s 

existential mal du siècle reflects the deep anxiety elicited by widespread social, political, 

and psychological uncertainty. His struggle to affirm selfhood and belonging fashions 

geographical exile, often represented through images of isolation and marginalization, as 

an extreme form of social ostracism. These spatialized tropes of exile in nineteenth-

                                                 
25 Alfred de Musset lists two major dates in particular as the source: 1) 1793, the year of King Louis XVI’s 

death and the Reign of Terror and 2) 1814, the year of the Battle of Paris in which France was defeated, 

forcing Napoleon Bonaparte into exile.  
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century fiction and visual culture present a generation of dispossessed youth who wander 

aimlessly away from home and who live detached from the present reality. It is from the 

remoteness of islands and rocky summits, or put simply, exilic spaces, that the Romantic 

subject reflects on the loss of homeland and the past. Recalling Musset’s description, 

exile is a timeless state generated by spatial displacement. Removed from the present 

taking place at home, the exile is caught between the nostalgia of that which is no longer 

and that which has not yet come. It is in the trope’s spatial configuration that exile comes 

to embody nineteenth-century concepts of genius that privileged marginality and 

exclusivity. Whether self-imposed or socially mandated, exile offered a retreat from the 

stifling normativity of the crowd, stimulating genius and cultivating artistic talent that in 

many ways anticipates twentieth-century theories of exile as a loss that generates creative 

sustenance for the artist.  

The connection between the natural landscape and the metaphor of exile is 

epitomized in Alphonse de Lamartine’s poem “L’Isolement” (1818, 1820), a founding 

text of Romanticism that takes place on top of a mountain. In the poem, the narrator sits 

on a summit observing a series of “doux tableaux”—calm waters, a Gothic church, the 

setting sun—below. Rather than convey visual and epistemological mastery, in his 

distance from the ground below, the narrator is withdrawn and alienated from the scenes 

that unfold before his eyes. Mourning the loss of his love object, the narrator is 

indifferent to the picturesque landscape. Instead, he is a ghostly “ombre errante” who 

projects onto the landscape his emotional state, perceiving “le vide” and “les déserts” in 

place of the lively scenes first described at the base of the mountain. Places that once held 



 45 

meaning are now emptied of all significance for the narrator who flees society, only 

finding solace in the exilic landscape that externalizes his suffering: “Que me font ces 

vallons, ces palais, ces chaumières,/Vains objets dont pour moi le charme est 

envolé ?/Fleuves, rochers, forêts, solitudes si chères,/Un seul être vous manque, et tout 

est dépeuplé !/” (3). 

Composed on top of a mountain a year after the death of Lamartine’s lover, Julie 

Charles, on a personal level, the poem no doubt reflects the poet’s great sorrow and 

eulogizes her death. It likewise explores the role of exile in Romanticism and the ways in 

which the trope is imagined through space and place. A topographical site invested with 

psychopathological meaning, the mountainous peak symbolizes in its spatial remoteness 

“the land of exile” in which the narrator lives: “Sur la terre d'exil pourquoi resté-je 

encore?/Il n'est rien de commun entre la terre et moi” (4). Exile is represented not only as 

a state of being, but also as the space that the narrator occupies separated from the object 

of his desire. He no longer feels a meaningful link between him and the land. Moreover, 

it is from this great distance with the world below that the narrator fantasizes about even 

more drastic forms of alienation, projecting suicidal fantasies onto the landscape by self-

identifying with the “la feuille flétrie” that is swept away (or down) by the south-blowing 

“orageux aquilons.”  

Like René and Adolphe before him, Lamartine’s narrator escapes to the margins 

where the isolated (and isolating) landscape functions not only as a spatial mirroring of 

his psychic estrangement, but also as a site of creative stimulus from which the poem 

unfolds. Within the Romantic tradition, states of self-imposed exile were idealized for 
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developing artistic genius that, during the nineteenth century, was gendered as a male 

phenomenon belonging to an elite few. An aristocracy of sensibility figured forth in the 

image of the suffering poet, alone in the wilderness with his sorrow. In doing so, 

imagined spaces of alienation came to signal not only a sense of loss and absence 

associated with modernity, but more importantly, nineteenth-century concepts of 

masculinity, artistry, and artistic identity. The Romantic aesthetic of being “out of place” 

emblematized in images of rocky bluffs thus provides an approach for understanding 

nineteenth-century artists’ creative responses to exile in its actualized form. 

The image of the Romantic hero on summits is one that is repeated across 

different media in the work of poet, novelist, dramatist, politician, and artist, Victor 

Hugo. In keeping with Romanticism’s imagined visions of exile, in his poems, novels, 

and photographs, Hugo consistently returns to the image of the rock before and during his 

nineteen-year proscription from France. In an emblematic 1853 photograph [fig. 2.1] 

taken of Victor Hugo on the island of Jersey during his forced departure from France 

(1852-1870), the Republican poet sits on the eroded cliff’s crown.26 His body turned 

away from the camera, Hugo appears lost in reverie on top of the immense bluff that 

dwarfs the artist’s body. From these heights that provide an expansive and elevated 

vantage point, he observes the crashing waves below, and on a clear day like the one 

pictured, his distant native soil. Marking that which both separates and connects him to 

France, the sea offers both the possibility of liberation and a return to home, and at the  

                                                 
26 All photographs cited in this chapter are taken from the catalog organized by Françoise Heilbrun and 

Danielle Molinari that was published in conjunction with an exhibit on Victor Hugo’s photographs at the 

Musée d’Orsay from 27 October 1998-24 January 1999. For the complete catalogue, see En collaboration 

avec le soleil (Paris: Editions de la Réunion des musées nationaux, Paris-Musées, 1998). 
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Figure 2.1 Charles Hugo, Victor Hugo on the rocher des Proscrits, Jersey, summer 1853. 

Albumen print. 

 

same time, acts as a natural barrier that highlights his placelessness. Yet Hugo’s 

positioning in this portrait makes it unclear as to where the poet’s gaze falls: the ocean or 

the island. His back perhaps turned away from the coastline, and thus from France, it is 

likewise possible that from this perch, Hugo gazes out onto Jersey island and the “terre de 

liberté” where had come seeking refuge during his exile. From this ambiguity a tension 

arises between Hugo’s troubled past, or the historical events surrounding his forced 

departure, and his present reality—in which direction did the exiled artist’s future lie? 

This coastal rock, dubbed the rocher des Proscrits or “exiles’ rock” by the local 

population, is a central motif in the portraits taken of and staged by the poet during his 
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displacement from France following the coup d’état on 2 December 1851 and lasting 

until the defeat of Napoleon III in 1870. In the roughly fifteen photographic portraits of 

Hugo on the rocher des Proscrits taken by amateur photographers Charles Hugo and 

Auguste Vacquerie, the poet experiments with a variety of positions and expressions—on 

top of the rock’s summits, nestled among its crevices and turned away in a contemplative 

gaze, and leaning against its rough and lacerated contours while looking resolutely at the 

camera. It is clear through this repeated imagery that the portraits, far from spontaneous, 

are meant to look a certain way, and more importantly, that the iconography of the 

deserted island is fundamental to Hugo’s representations of and from exile.  

A conscious and artistic effort on the part of Hugo to pose with the rock whose 

nomenclature explicitly connotes proscription, his photographic portraits also recall 

Lamartine’s poem, and more broadly, the troping of exile across Romantic literature and 

visual arts. It is an image deeply connected to representations of the Romantic hero and 

one that is appropriated by Hugo both in front of the camera and, as we will see, in his 

writings. Connecting his lived banishment to its imagined visions in Romanticism, 

Hugo’s portraits thus demonstrate the exchange between historical events and their 

cultural echoes. It is also evidence of one of Hugo’s greatest talents: that of personal 

myth-making in which he transforms personal experience, as Victor Brombert suggests, 

“into a destiny, and then relate[s] this destiny to the disturbing configurations of 

contemporary history” (4). Indeed, the primacy of the rock across Hugo’s artistic career 

not only demonstrates how an exiled artist imagined and confronted his social uprooting 

through representation, but more importantly, it is a noeud de mémoire around which a 
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cultural and political history of exile in nineteenth-century France converges and in 

which Hugo makes his mark.27 A preeminent writer and public figure of his time, Victor 

Hugo thus provides an ideal case for studying the cultural significance of the trope of 

exile and its enduring memory within nineteenth-century France.  

As a political exile, Hugo lived outside of France for nearly two decades: first in 

Brussels (1851-1852), then Jersey (1852-1855), and finally the island of Guernsey (1855-

1870). During this time he wrote prolifically and despite harsh censorship his 

publications from this era included the polemical pamphlet, Napoléon-le-petit (1852), a 

collection of poems, Les Châtiments (1853), and two monumental novels, Les Misérables 

(1862) and Les Travailleurs de la mer (1866). Upon his return to France, he published a 

collection of his writing and speeches in Actes et Paroles (1876) that is divided into three 

sections: before, during, and after exile, and in which he explores what it means to be a 

proscrit. The deliberate choice to organize his life’s work around exile is indeed telling as 

it demonstrates the ways in which the development of his long literary, artistic, and 

political career is framed, or perceived to be by the poet, around his pivotal absence from 

France. 

While Hugo’s celebrated writings from exile have been widely discussed by 

nineteenth-century scholars interested in the evolution of his often incongruous and 

                                                 
27 This is a concept that I take from Michael Rothberg’s definition of memory (2010) as being an ongoing, 

heterogeneous process in which “knotted intersections . . . cut across categories of national and ethnic 

identities, institutions of knowledge-production, nation-states, and many embattled communities.” (8) 

Rothberg criticizes Pierre Nora’s understanding of lieu de mémoire for several reasons: (1) the polarization 

of history and memory, (2) the opposition between “real” and artificial forms of memory, and (3) the 

reification of a linear narrative of historical progression (3-12). 
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incompatible poetic and ideological voice(s), vision(s), and identities,28 the photographs 

taken of and by the author and produced alongside these texts at the “Jersey atelier” 

remain relatively unexplored.29 Despite Brombert’s claim that a “serious discussion of 

Hugo’s novels must necessarily look beyond them, and in particular seek illustrations and 

intertextual commentary” (10), the majority of Hugo scholars, including Brombert, have 

overlooked the role that photography played in the formulation of his aesthetics of (self) 

representation. Understood in dialogue, and more specifically, within the context of 

Hugo’s proscription, these images of exile are paramount to unlocking his writing and the 

construction of his artistic identity. 

 Yet Hugo’s celebrated portraits on the rocher des Proscrits also tell a different 

story, through both their form and their content, about nineteenth-century France’s 

troubled relationship with its revolutionary past and increasing concerns over the shifting 

ruling regimes and sweeping industrial and technological transformations that led to what 

Richard Terdiman characterizes as “the loss of a sense of time’s continuous flow” (11). 

Just as the commodity culture of nineteenth-century France saw an increase in the 

                                                 
28 Both Victor Brombert and Kathryn Grossman have argued convincingly that despite the antitheses, 

ambiguities, tensions, and genre blurring at play in Hugo’s long literary career, together his writings in fact 

find their own sense of harmony and continuity as a means of overcoming disorder. Whereas Grossman 

sees a significant shift in Hugo’s aesthetics from his earlier novels to his later novels composed during 

exile, Brombert asserts that common themes and tensions emerge in an intertextual reading of Hugo. I am, 

however, more interested as to why Hugo structures his writings around his exile and what that deliberate 

choice means in the construction of his artistic identity. Later in this chapter, I will explore how Romantic 

themes of exile appear in his work written pre-proscription. 
29 While scholars make mention of Hugo’s interest in photography, few have focused their analysis on 

these images. For those who have worked more extensively on this topic, see Heilbrun and Molinari, Pascal 

Brissette, and Jann Matlock. Michael Garval also provides a brief but insightful analysis of Hugo’s 

photographic portraits in his chapter “Victor Hugo: The Writer as Monument” that is pertinent for this 

research because it examines questions of lasting literary fame and celebrity culture through the lens of the 

monument (158-206). 
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exchange, circulation, and abstraction of goods, bodies, and ideas, so too, as Terdiman 

posits, were “memories displaced and transformed” (11) during the post-Revolutionary 

period. The practice and technique of photography, allegedly a medium that conserved 

memory, likewise disrupted traditional ways of knowing, seeing, and remembering. 

Endlessly reproducible and permanent as a photograph may seem, it is, however, equally 

emblematic of loss and uprooting, and ultimately exile. Its material presence and means 

of production signal, for example, the remoteness of the past and are marked by a spatio-

temporal disjunction that, in offering the possibility of recuperation, paradoxically mark 

the viewer’s very distance from the event pictured. In this way, a photograph mirrors the 

“double-absence,” to borrow the terminology of Sylvie Aprile, of the exile who is 

dispossessed both from the present (time) and from home (space). 

If, as Brombert asserts, Hugo’s modernity lies in his “fascination with 

inscriptions, traces, effacements, mirror effects, and dissolving processes” (10), then his 

recourse to photography is an essential point of departure for understanding the 

formulation of his artistic identity around exile and through various modes of 

representation. In what follows, I first analyze Hugo’s romanticization of exile and his 

technique of imagining past illustrious figures of exile, including Chateaubriand’s René 

and Napoleon Bonaparte, as a strategy to construct and affirm his artistic identity and 

revolutionary public persona.30 By looking back to real and imagined figures of exile, 

Hugo’s portraits are historically charged images that inscribe his artistic selfhood within 

                                                 
30 Pascal Brissette also notes that Hugo’s portraits on the rocher des Proscrits emulate Romantic figures 

and popular images of Napoleon Bonaparte in exile. His study compares these images of suffering to ones 

of Hugo that circulated during the July Monarchy, finding in them a counter-narrative that worked against 

the poet’s public image as a wealthy and ambituous academic.  
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France’s revolutionary past. Secondly, I analyze more closely the expressive significance 

of the rock in Hugo’s writings, focusing primarily on Les Travailleurs de la mer 

(1868)—a novel written during his stay on Guernsey—and its connection to the visionary 

talents of Gilliatt, an exilic figure whose epic battles in the text mirror the fate of Hugo 

and Second-Empire France. Ultimately, I argue that Hugo’s representations of exile not 

only explore questions of artistic identity, vision, and representation, but are themselves 

part of an exilic memory intimately and deliberately connected to France’s past in ways 

that reveal his anxieties over his own oblivion. 

 

VICTOR HUGO: THE VISIONARY ARTIST 

Both an avid visual artist and viewing subject, “Ce qui est fait pour la jouissance 

des yeux a procuré de grands bonheurs à mon mari,” (Victor Hugo raconté 6) as the 

author’s wife explains in her journal. A visionary artist in every sense of the word, Hugo 

produced countless pen and ink drawings that, in keeping with the rise of the sketch 

aesthetic in nineteenth-century France, reflect a spontaneous and unfinished quality.31 

Rather than privilege exactitude and precision—words more closely associated with 

photography—these drawings and sketches foreground grotesque and dream-like 

landscapes, abstraction, and the play between shadow and light that would later inspire 

twentieth-century Surrealism and Abstract Expressionism. The haunting and sinister 

“dessins à plume” realized what the poet experienced, as he writes in a letter to Charles 

                                                 
31 For more on the sketch aesthetic, see Sonya Stephens.  
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Baudelaire, “dans l’œil et surtout dans l’esprit” (29 April 1860, qtd. in Pincebourd 94). 

For the Romantic artist, these drawings of stormy seas, castles, and towering rocks 

visualized through ink, coffee grinds, soot, or whatever materials Hugo had on hand, the 

imaginary realm of the mind’s eye.  

These drawings received the approval of Hugo’s contemporaries, including 

Baudelaire’s praise of Hugo’s imaginative capabilities in the Salon de 1859. Théophile 

Gautier equally expressed his admiration of Hugo’s drawings in a preface included in the 

catalog of personal items auctioned in June 1852 following the poet’s expulsion from 

France. As Gautier writes, “S’il n’était pas poète, Victor Hugo serait un peintre de 

premier ordre; il excelle à mêler, dans des fantaisies sombres et farouches, les effets de 

clair-obscur de Goya à la terreur architecturale de Piranèse” (qtd. in Delalande 12). As 

Gautier’s approbation also suggests, Hugo’s visual production and the potential he had as 

a visual artist was overshadowed by his prolific literary output.32 Although the thousands 

of illustrations produced by Hugo remained largely a private endeavor during his lifetime 

and were circulated primarily to close family and friends, much like Hugo’s photographs, 

this does not negate the role the visual played in the creative genesis of his projects. 

Many of the illustrations served as a point of departure that inspired his written work and 

also helped to negotiate Hugo’s public image and the legacy he hoped to leave behind.  

As Pierre Georgel explains in “The Artist in spite of Himself,” Hugo’s visual 

production must be understood on “a dual time scale: temporary concealment, long-term 

                                                 
32 There has been a renewed interest in Hugo’s visual production in the past thirty years thanks, in part, to a 

conference organized around this very topic. See the conference proceedings published by Madeleine 

Blondel and Pierre Georgel. 
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revelation” (13) given that he kept his drawings relatively concealed until eventually 

donating all of his manuscripts to the Bibliothèque nationale de Paris in 1881. For 

Georgel, Hugo’s reluctance to be known as an artist stemmed from both a desire to keep 

his reputation under his own control and the self-awareness that his style, which the 

author described as a “rêverie presque inconsciente” (5  October 1862, qtd. in Gautier 25) 

did not conform to contemporary aesthetics. Yet during Hugo’s exile, a period of prolific 

writing and visual production, quite a different story emerges. Along with his drawings, 

numerous photographs taken of the poet and the Anglo-Norman Islands were, in fact, 

taken to be published in two-volume book on the history and culture of the Archipelago. 

While the publication was never realized, it nonetheless attests to the role that the visual, 

and in particular photography, played in Hugo’s self-promotion and artistic production 

from exile. Not merely inspiration, the drawings and photographs were works of art in 

their own right, destined for the public realm. That is to say that the visual comes to 

occupy a significant place in the artist’s aesthetics of representation at a time when Hugo 

was forced outside the realm of the public eye, or put otherwise, socially invisible.  

Unlike the legendary photophobes of the nineteenth century, including Balzac, 

Flaubert, and Baudelaire, Victor Hugo showed immediate interest in photography and 

was outspoken about the new medium’s artistic, political, and commercial potential. At a 

time when photography struggled to affirm its place among the more “reputable” arts and 

was often understood more as a means to an end or as a tool at the service of painting and 

sculpture, Hugo defended his faith in the possibilities the medium offered, and in 

particular, to the growing print and celebrity cultures of the nineteenth century. In a letter 
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written to his editor, Jules Hetzel, on 2 June 1853 concerning the publication of the livre 

jersais, Hugo makes clear the value of photography in the comparison he draws between 

lithography and photography, stating that: 

C’est justement la lithographie, la lourde et inepte et pâteuse lithographie qu’il 

faut tuer par la main de sa sœur, plus scabreuse à prononcer, mais infiniment plus 

belle, la photographie. Prenez mon portrait que vous avez et approchez-le de la 

lithographie qui est dans les 14 discours et comparez. Vue à côté, la lithographie 

fait horreur. C’est donc la révolution photographique que nous voulons faire (en 

attendant). (qtd. in Gaudon 311) 

 

Here, Hugo’s revolutionary thinking anticipates changes in printing practices and the 

illustration of books with photographs that, at this time, was still quite rare and 

expensive.33 The inept technique of lithography is, according to Hugo, no match for the 

more aesthetically pleasing medium of photography. In comparing two of his portraits 

produced using the different media, Hugo suggests that photography is better suited for 

representing the human body, perhaps because of the likeness achieved through 

mechanical reproduction, making it an ideal medium for diffusing his image during exile. 

Moreover, by claiming that his photographic publications would revolutionize prevailing 

modes of representation and could oust lithography, Hugo likewise draws attention to the 

political climate surrounding his forced departure and invites us to read his photographs 

from Jersey as revolutionary on multiple levels: a photographic revolution of artistic 

                                                 
33 In the 1850s, daguerreotypes were still widely used. However, beginning with the creation of the Société 

héliographique in 1851 in France, a group responsible for diffusing information concerning photographic 

processes, preference for new techniques that produced negatives like the collodion process began to catch 

on. Equally significant to note is that in 1852, Blanquart-Evrard published Voyage en Egypte, Nubie et 

Palestine, the first photographically illustrated book with images taken by Maxime Du Camp during his 

travels with Gustave Flaubert. Be that as it may, the cost of reproducing these negatives on paper was 

deemed too risky for Hugo’s editor, Jules Hetzel. For an account of this, see Heilbrun and Molinari (40-89).  
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representation and photographs that are themselves revolutionary given the socio-

political context surrounding their production.  

The photographs of Hugo, the Islands, and their inhabitants were taken as part of 

a collaborative and interdisciplinary project combining word and image and the efforts of 

Hugo’s sons, Charles and François-Victor, as well as Auguste Vacquerie. The livre 

jersais project was first announced to the public by Ernest Lacan in La Lumière, a 

Parisian newspaper “non politique” specializing in photography, on 6 August 1853 as 

follows: “Jersey et les îles de la Manche, vers et prose, photographies et dessins—vers 

par Victor Hugo, prose par Auguste Vacquerie, Charles Hugo et François Hugo, 

photographies par Charles Hugo, dessins par Victor Hugo” (126). Spearheaded by Victor 

Hugo, the group worked using different modes of representation to create an 

interdisciplinary guidebook of the Islands for the French public. Their idea to illustrate 

books with photographs was perhaps inspired by the publication of Maxime du Camp’s 

photographs abroad or perhaps because, as Hugo’s daughter, Adèle, observes in her 

journal on 21 January 1853, “Le daguerreotype fait fureur; tout le monde s’y met” (Le 

journal II 23). All the rage, photography soon became a family affair for the Hugos while 

in exile.  

The project was never completed as anticipated for several reasons: first, Jules 

Hetzel, Hugo’s publisher, feared that the cost for printing the photographs would be too 

high and instead suggested using the process of lithography that, at this time, was more 

cost-effective. Additionally, tight censorship of the press during the Second Empire 
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worked to keep anything related to Hugo and his exile out of France. Hugo’s daughter 

calls attention to this issue in her journal, writing that: 

On ne peut même pas mettre le nom de Jersey accolé à celui de Hugo. Jersey, 

Hugo, y pensez-vous ! J’ai toujours prévu que Le Siècle et La Presse refuseraient 

cet ouvrage purement littéraire auquel vous travaillez depuis plus d’un an. Dans 

ce moment, je vous le répète: pour Paris, Jersey, Hugo sont deux mots 

impossibles à prononcer. (Le journal III 128) 

 

While the Hugo clan was aware of the political implications of a purportedly “purely 

literary” project, here, Adèle shows to what extent Hugo’s image was, in 1853, 

inseparable from the landscape of Jersey. Moreover, in his portraits, Hugo exploits this 

troubling semiotic slippage in the public’s mind between his body and a place historically 

renowned for absence as an asylum for political exiles. 

Although announcements in La Lumière would downplay the political intent of 

the project by advertising the art book as a travel guide that offered unprecedented views 

of “les sites charmantes,” “les beautés diverses,” and that featured a “charmant rendez-

vous pour les tourists et pour les voyageurs” (Lacan 126), it is clear that the “revolution 

photographique” demonstrates a level of awareness that speaks to their engagement with 

the medium beyond documentary travel photography. Before the group’s arrival in 

Jersey, Victor Hugo had the idea of illustrating his writings, specifically those “qu’il 

voulait politiques” (Heilbrun and Molinari 43) with photographic portraits. And within 

months of his arrival, the Jersey atelier was created:  

Nous faisons du daguerréotype de mon père pour les Contemplations et aussi pour 

les Vengeresses: la première est calme et lève les yeux au ciel, et la seconde est 

furieuse…. Voilà notre projet: faire le daguerréotype de tout Jersey et le vendre 
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ainsi. Puis, une fois ceci fait, parcourir le monde to make sur le monde ce que we 

will have upon Jersey. (original emphasis, qtd. in Gaudon 238, n. 5)34 

 

Here, Hugo’s daughter sheds light on the extent to which Hugo’s portraits were 

deliberately and self-consciously produced in tandem with his literary output. Perhaps a 

visual reminder for the now absent author, the daguerreotypes would serve as a 

frontispiece to his writings from exile.35 Her description of the two collections of poems, 

the latter more political than the former, brings to mind the stylized portraits that 

visualize two different images of her father as both the Romantic poet and the 

revolutionary militant. In doing so, Adèle calls attention to the rhetorical performativity 

in the photographs, implying the group’s awareness of the medium’s affective powers as 

a tool for shaping Hugo’s public image within the context of his exile. Performing his 

role as the revolutionary poet, the connection made between Hugo’s poses and the mood 

of the texts implies that his image is an embodiment of the words that follow. A visual 

form of an author’s signature, these photographic portraits were a mode of self-

expression that fashioned Hugo’s artistic image and authorial agency within exile, an idea 

confirmed, for example, in portraits of Hugo at his writing desk [fig. 2.2] or reading [fig. 

2.3].36  

                                                 
34 The original title for Les Châtiments was Les Vengeresses.  
35 It is important to note here that the daguerreotype produced a unique print. Unlike the calotype and 

collodian process that made negative images, the daguerreotype was not reproducible. There is therefore a 

contradiction in Adèle Hugo’s terminology when speaking of the Jersey atelier’s dissemination of Hugo’s 

image. A photoengraving technique would be needed in order to re-print the daguerreotype. 
36 Growing interest in the private lives of authors developed in the nineteenth century thanks to new 

technologies, like photography, a newfound emphasis on biographies, and as a response to Romantic-era 

authors whose interests in decoration and interior design was considered an external reflection of their 

literary production. Interviews with authors in their home captured “private” scenes of the writer in action, 

giving a glimpse into the mysteries of innate genius. It is noteworthy that in exile, Hugo re-creates these 

everyday scenes of the writer at home and that he would later open up Hauteville House, his home on 
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Hugo’s photographic portraits and the other photographs taken of Jersey and 

developed at Marine Terrace, his home there, were produced expressly for a mass 

audience so although not widely circulated during his lifetime, it is important to keep in 

mind that they were indeed intended for public consumption. Not only would the 

envisioned publication provide a source of income for the exiled poet and his family, this 

publicity strategy would circulate a particular image of Hugo, one that he crafted, to the  

 

 

Figure 2.2 Charles Hugo (?), Victor Hugo seated at a table writing, Jersey, 1853. 

Daguerreotype. 

                                                                                                                                                 
Guernsey, to the curious public. In the summer of 1867 nearly a thousand visitors made the pilgrimage to 

the poet’s home.  See Elizabeth Emery’s rich study of this phenomenon.  
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Figure 2.3 Auguste Vacquerie, Victor Hugo reading in front of a stonewall, c. 1853, 

Jersey. Calotype. 

 

masses. However, as Michael Garval and Elizabeth Emery have both noted, while 

photography allowed authors to control, shape, and impose their self-image, this authority 

was also increasingly undermined in the nineteenth century through forms of mass-

media, including photography, that circulated images of authors beyond their control. 

Suggested in photographs of writers at home is both the fluidity between the public and 

private realms, an effort to curate one’s public persona and the difficulty in maintaining 

it. Hugo calls attention to this very issue in the photographic portrait of him at a writing 

desk (fig. 2.2) that he dedicated to Juliette Drouet. On the back, Hugo wrote the 

following intimate poem to his companion: “Quand je serai plus qu’une cendre 

glacée/quand mes yeux fatigués seront fermés au jour/dis toi, si dans ton cœur mon 
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image est fixée:/le monde a sa pensée;/moi, j’avais son amour” (qtd. in Heilbrun and 

Molinari 97). In language that brings to mind photography, Hugo imagines a fixed image 

of himself that could provide an alternative to the world’s view of him, even after his 

death.    

Away from home and outside the world of Paris, Hugo’s image had newfound 

importance during his absence. Causing geographical displacement and social uprooting, 

exile neutralizes and erases dissenting figures by rendering them socially and historically 

invisible. In the case of Hugo, the tension between how an author and public figure is 

seen, historicized, and the systems in power that dictate in what ways is made even more 

complex and urgent given his status as a proscrit. Hugo himself calls attention to the 

importance of vision and visibility in Dieu, an epic poem written during his exile on 

Guernsey. The following question is raised, tellingly by an owl, in the second section of 

the poem: “L’Etre est-il parce que la vue est?” (OC IX.I 430).37 The skeptical owl, a 

nocturnal creature that “sees” in the absence of light, raises questions concerning the 

ontological and epistemological primacy of vision. Is reality called into existence because 

it is seen, and by extension, must one be seen in order to exist? Put otherwise, does seeing 

mean believing? These questions no doubt weighed heavily on the exiled Hugo as they 

did for the nineteenth century and its understanding of human perception. If scopic 

regimes increasingly defined the nineteenth-century subject’s relationship to the world 

through, for example, the widespread circulation of images, the visual also affirmed 

                                                 
37 This prose poem, published after Hugo’s death, was written between 1855 and 1862 during his exile on 

Guernsey.  
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authenticity, knowledge, and power, illustrated most prominently by the invention of the 

camera that seemed to produce reliable visual evidence. Yet while the mimetic qualities 

of the camera apparatus certified the “realness” of what is pictured, at least in theory, it 

simultaneously called into question the infallibility of human perception that could not 

see with the same mechanicity, thereby challenging the idea that seeing equals 

knowing.38 Still, if the camera could attest and provide material proof of presence, then 

Hugo’s photographic portraits not only narrativize his exile, but more importantly, they 

work against his social and political absence.  

THE EXCEPTIONALITY OF THE MARGINS 

While Hugo did not directly take any of the photographs during his exile, the 

collective project, and one in which mechanical reproduction figures prominently, 

certainly raises questions concerning authorship. In what capacity, if any, can these 

photographs be read as the work of Hugo? Françoise Heilbrun and Danielle Molinari 

have argued convincingly in En Collaboration avec le soleil (1998) that Hugo should be 

understood as the metteur en scène for the nearly four hundred daguerreotypes and 

collodion prints taken between 1852-1855. From correspondence we learn that it was 

Hugo himself who initially conceived of the photographic project and encouraged, as 

well as funded, his sons to learn the technical aspects of photography, first from fellow 

Jersey-exile, Jean-Jacques Sabatier who was familiar with the daguerreotype and 

calotype processes, and later from friend and republican Edmond Bacot from March-

                                                 
38 For more on visual culture in nineteenth-century France, see Jonathan Crary, Martin Jay, and Andrea 

Goulet.  
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April 1853 in Caen where Charles Hugo learned the collodion and albumen print 

processes. 

Despite the well-established collaborative nature of the Jersey atelier, Hugo 

elsewhere explicitly claims authorship of the photographs. In a letter sent with one of his 

portraits on the rocher des Proscrits [fig. 2.1], he writes the following inscription, “Vous 

voulez mon portrait. Le voici, fait par moi: Je resterai proscrit voulant rester debout” 

(Livres et Autographes 50, n. 225).39 Hugo’s assertion that he has “made” the photograph 

imagines a photographic self-portrait in which he is both the subject and object of the 

photograph and the artist responsible for its realization. So although Hugo did not operate 

the camera, his efforts at commissioning and staging the photographs demonstrate a 

calculated mise en scène that differs significantly from what Luc Sante has called Hugo’s 

improvised “action painting” (10) and allows us to think of these images as an extension 

of his visual work. Posing with the rocher des Proscrits, Hugo’s stylized and affected 

poses crystallize his image within different personae—the exile, the Romantic, and the 

revolutionary—that come together to set the stage for his posterity, an idea further 

reinforced through his use of the future tense that imagines his legacy as framed within 

exile.40   

                                                 
39 Perhaps reflecting on the automatic nature of photography, Hugo suggests that he had a role in producing 

the image. It was a commonplace in the nineteenth century to say that a portrait was made by the sitter. 

Inded, a portrait is always an exchange between the photographer and photographed subject. Be that as it 

may, Hugo’s inclusion of the deictic phrase “Le voici” emphasizes his role in producing the material 

photograph, not just the image pictured.  
40See Pierre Georgel’s analysis of these poses in the catalog for the exhibit at the Grand Palais called La 

Gloire de Victor Hugo (104-118), as well as Heilbrun and Molinari (102). 
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The romantic notion of the poète-prophete is laid out by Hugo before his 

proscription in his poem “Fonction du poète” (1840) in which he imagines exile as an 

escape from the mediocrity of the crowd and as a necessity for the artist who must 

preserve and develop his creative vision for the well-being of society. In it, Hugo 

compares the poet’s voice, “pareil aux prophètes,” (OP I 1023) to a vision of the future 

whose utopianism, “les pieds ici, les yeux ailleurs,” can only flourish in solitude: 

Pourquoi t’exiler, ô poëte. 

Dans la foule où nous te voyons ? 

Que sont pour ton âme inquiète 

Les partis, chaos sans rayons ? 

Dans leur atmosphère souillée 

Meurt ta poésie effeuillée ; 

Leur souffle égare ton encens ; 

Ton cœur, dans leurs luttes serviles. (1023) 

 

In keeping with Romantic descriptions of artistic genius that worked as Christine 

Battersby has argued, “on the process of exclusion” (3), here Hugo fantasizes about how 

exile could shape his artistic selfhood and solidify has image as a man of exception. The 

theme of exile is fundamental to the nineteenth-century conception of the Romantic 

genius because it ensures that it would belong to a male-elite who opt for self-alienation 

rather than conform to the complacency of the center. Decades before his expulsion, 

Hugo would also aestheticize exile in his poem “Ce que je ferais dans une île déserte” 

(1818) in which the island takes center stage as an ideal space to play the part of one of 

the greatest figures of exile: “Je me dirais, un nouveau César” (OP I 161). In the poem, 

the narrator imagines what he would do if destiny graced him with the fortune of exile 

and how it would shape his legacy. The desolate landscape of the deserted island 
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represents the land of exile from which the poet gains both bodily and creative 

sustenance: “J'aurais pour asile un palmier./ Ses fruits pour manger et pour boire./ Et pour 

écrire mon histoire /Sa feuille en guise de papier” (161). As Michael Garval has pointed 

out, for Hugo, the allure of exile “promised the sanctity of isolation, the privilege of 

rejection, and endless possibilities for lone heroism” (178) that would place him among a 

long list of exiles from Prospero to Napoleon Bonaparte. Indeed, the narrator proposes 

that as the only living soul on the island, the rocks will necessarily be “témoins de ma 

[Hugo’s] gloire,” (OP I 162) indicating a desire to record his singular bravery and the 

rock’s role in his self-memorialization.  

 Fantasy realized within the events of his personal history, in his photographs 

taken during his exile, Hugo uses the iconography of the island as an outdoor studio in 

which the rocher des Proscrits functions like a natural prop and backdrop for his 

portraits. It is a fitting choice given not only the rock’s nomenclature and symbolism as a 

space of exile within Romanticism—recall Lamartine’s poem or Caspar Friedrich’s 

iconic painting, Wanderer above the sea of fog (1818) in which a solitary figure on top of 

a cliff, his back turned away from the viewer, observes the vast depths below—, but also 

given the rock’s connection to the geography of mainland France. As Hugo tells the 

reader in “L’Archipel de la Manche,” the preliminary chapter for Les Travailleurs de la 

mer, the Anglo-Normand Islands are in fact “morceaux de France tombés” that were 

dislodged in the eighth century and that, like the exiled artist, have been “ramassés par 

l’Angleterre” (OC XII.I 524). The rock is part of French soil, a material remnant of 

Hugo’s homeland that has been worn down by the sea and that recalls the Old French 
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term for exile (essilier) meaning to ravage or devastate. Conveying ruin and decay in its 

lacerated and uneven contours, the rocher and by extension the poet who sits at its crown 

have both been displaced by forces outside of their control, be it natural or social.  

 

 

Figure 2.4 Charles Hugo, Victor Hugo standing in the rocher des Proscrits, Jersey, 1853. 

Collodion print.  

 

They are thus products of exile and fragments of a bygone France. Highlighted 

through the play of shadows in the black and white photographs [fig. 2.4], the rock’s 

surface reveals physical markings of the sea’s violent movements and the “angoisse du 

chaos” (OC XII.I 520) that has ravaged its exterior and led to its displacement. Hugo’s 

close (and repeated) proximity with the rock suggests that he too bears the scars of 

rupture so that these signs of deformation visualize and externalize Hugo’s suffering, or 
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the image of suffering he seeks to convey. His image is so integrated into the landscape 

of his exile in these photographs that it becomes a part of the island, establishing a 

metonymic relationship between his body and that of France. It also worked to 

familiarize the space that was otherwise foreign to the exile. To climb on top of the rock 

symbolic of exile and to use it as a background for his portraits gestures towards a sense 

of triumph even as it conveys the author’s displacement. 

 

 

Figure 2.5 Charles Hugo, Victor Hugo on a rock overlooking the jetty, summer 1853, 

Jersey. Albumen print.  

 

By connecting his image to these ruins of France, Hugo portrays himself as a 

solitary figure dwelling on the margins of a world forever lost, an idea illustrated by the 

rock that hovers above the sea [fig. 2.5]. Here, face turned away from the camera and 

eyes set on France, the portrait of Hugo implies a sense of nostalgia or longing as if his 
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home is a place that he can see but not reach. If his forced exile is represented in spatial 

and geographical terms through the motif of the rock, Hugo elsewhere proposes that it is 

also psychological and emotional: “l’exil n’est pas une chose matérielle, c’est une chose 

morale.” Still this state of being is nonetheless tied to space, localized by Hugo when he 

writes, “l’exil est le pays sévère” (OC XV.I 603). Much like the Romantic hero’s moral 

sickness characterized by an overwhelming dépaysement, Hugo’s photographic portraits 

are a clin d’oeil to the Romantic literature and visual culture of the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries in which spatial metaphors and an idealization of the past thematize 

a heightened sense of nostalgia and an existential crisis of being out of place. 

It is from these same rocky summits that Werther, Manfred, and most notably, 

René contemplate the abyss of the unknown, the uncertainty of their selfhood, and the 

unforeseeable future. Descriptions of René in Atala and René (1801, 1802), for example, 

perched above the coastline, on top of Roman ruins, or on the summits of a volcano, 

demonstrate the connection between these spaces of exile and the Romantic subject’s 

inner turmoil: “Je vole sur le rivage où tout était désert et où l'on n'entendait que le 

rugissement des flots. Je m'assieds sur un rocher. D'un côté s'étendent les vagues 

étincelantes, de l'autre les murs sombres du monastère se perdent confusément dans les 

cieux” (OC III 126). The disillusioned René rejects society’s values, desiring to free 

himself of its rampant changes. He travels to North America to live with the Natchez 

people, preferring and feeling less isolated in this space of “otherness.” Following his 

death in René, the narrator leaves the reader with the concluding line: “On montre encore 

un rocher où il allait s’asseoir au soleil couchant” (154). In this lasting description of 
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René, a scene that brings to mind both Hugo’s portraits and Gilliatt’s death in Les 

Travailleurs de la mer, all that remains is the now unoccupied rock. The reader is told 

that, able to withstand the passing of time, it can still be seen today unlike the 

protagonist. The rock thus manifests both René’s absence, and at the same time, the 

memory of his presence, bringing to mind Hugo’s description of the rock as the witness 

to his exile.  

Hugo’s portraits suggest that he has not only assumed Réne’s position as the 

quintessential Romantic figure, but more importantly, that he is the real-life translation of 

this literary character. Indeed, for the poet who famously claimed that he would become 

François-René de Chateaubriand or nothing (“Je veux être Chateaubriand ou rien!”), in 

exile, Hugo achieves this legendary status. Likening himself in Les Travailleurs to 

Chateaubriand, “jeune, pauvre, obscure, sans patrie” who during his four-month exile 

following the French Revolution in 1793 “s’est assis sur une pierre du vieux quai du 

Guernsey,” (OC XII.I 535), Hugo’s portraits also emulate portraits of Chateaubriand, 

such as the one painted by Anne-Louis Girodet in 1809 in which the author leans against 

a mountainous backdrop of ancient ruins [fig. 2.6]. It is easy to imagine that Hugo had 

these literary and artistic meditations on exile in mind when posing for his portraits, and 

if so, these photographs establish a visual lineage that anchors Hugo’s image within a 

larger cultural and political history of exile and the tradition of Romanticism. They reveal 

a rich exchange between imagined and realized forms of exile and Hugo’s conscious 

modeling of his artistic identity around former exiles. By re-visiting his literary 
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predecessors in front of the camera, the exiled artist implies that the past is not only a 

refuge from his present realities, but more importantly, lives on through him.  

Capitalizing on his misfortune and one that he fantasized about well before the events of 

1852, Hugo obsessively and deliberately constructs an image of himself as a martyred 

prophet of the people and stages his celebrity status as a political exile. As Pascale 

Brissette explains, “il [Hugo] trouve enfin ce qui lui manquait depuis vingt ans, ce que sa 

brillante ascension sociale l’avait toujours empêché d’acquérir et ce dont tout grand  

 

 

Figure 2.6 Anne-Louis Girodet de Roussy-Trioson, Chateaubriand meditating on the 

ruins of Rome, 1808. Oil on canvas. 

 

homme peut se prévaloir: le malheur” (62). In a letter to famed sculptor and friend David 

Angers on 16 February 1853 he writes that, “Ma proscription est bonne, et j’en remercie 
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la destinée” (OC IX 1076). These photographic portraits cast Hugo as the hero of his own 

story, affirming his artistic identity as the Romantic artist in the face of exile that seeks to 

erase it. It is important to note, however, that Hugo does not simply imitate those who 

came before him. Rather, Hugo re-imagines France’s cultural past through a wholly 

modern medium that ostensibly threatened the very tenets of Romanticism.  

The photograph’s indexical relationship to the external world and the medium’s 

democratic possibilities that could diffuse an image to a mass (and illiterate) audience 

seeminly challenged the values of subjectivity, interiority, and selectivity so that if these 

conscious enactments present Hugo’s origins in Romantic sources, they equally show his 

distance from them. His desires and fantasies are shown in the rocher des Proscrits series 

to shape even the most “documentary” forms of representation, illustrating the ways in 

which Hugo aestheticizes exile and fashions his own version of Romanticism, now in 

decline during the 1850s, through photography and within the context of Napoléon III’s 

reign. These photographs of the artist in a foreign country moreover challenged the 

exiling of both Hugo’s body and image by the Second Empire, allowing him to shape and 

control his own destiny from the margins.  

 

THE JERSEY ATELIER AND THE PHOTOGRAPHIC REVOLUTION 

Much like the barren landscape that plays a pivotal role in Hugo’s emulation of 

past figures of exile, so too do Hugo’s physical features take part in the artist’s self-

fashioning from the rocher des Proscrits series. Associating himself more closely with 
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the people, Hugo trades out his bourgeois Parisian clothes for the clothes of a laborer, 

reflecting his newly oppressed status and his distance from the world of Paris (Garval 

188). These work clothes, dark jacket and trousers, much like the “habits de tous les 

jours” (OC XII.I 556) worn by the young sailor Gilliatt, indicate the intellectual labor of 

the “poet-worker,” a term I borrow from Garval, and the paramount social task 

undertaken by the artist while in exile. This fashion make-over of sorts also reinforced 

Hugo’s support of republicanism by transforming the former royalist, academician, 

parliamentarian, and peer of France into a common man.41 If Hugo had been accused of 

political opportunism throughout his career, these affected photographs asserted his 

loyalty to Republican values, his opposition to the totalitarian regime of Napoleon III, 

and the continuation of his Napoleonic legend. 

The association between Hugo and Napoleon Bonaparte began years before his 

exile. In the nineteenth century, widespread and fanatical “Hugomania” led to a public 

personification of the artist as a patriarchal substitute for Napoleon I. In Graham Robb’s 

biography, he recounts some of the frenzied anecdotes of the growing obsession over the 

poet including, among others, letters to Hugo written by aspiring authors who offered to 

sacrifice themselves in the same fashion that their fathers had done for Bonaparte (218). 

Hugo also reinforced the link between himself and the Emperor in his writings before 

exile. In 1840, for example, he published a collection of his poems written on Napoleon 

called Le Retour de l’Empereur in which he paid homage to the exiled leader of France 

                                                 
41 Graham Robb’s seminal biography on Hugo has greatly informed this chapter, and in particular, Hugo’s 

evolving political ties during his artistic career.  
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and in particular, the return of his ashes from Sainte-Hélène to France.42 This celebrated 

homecoming unknowingly, but perhaps longingly, foreshadows Hugo’s own fate and the 

period of exile that would solidify the relationship between these two great figures in the 

collective imagination.  

The circumstances of Hugo’s ocean crossing are reminiscent of Napoleon’s 

decades earlier. The Jersey atelier too was evidently aware of these parallels and the 

effects it could have. In a letter to Paul Meurice, Auguste Vacquerie alludes to this  

connection, writing that “Saint Hélier ressemble furieusement à Sainte-Hélène” (qtd. in 

Heilbrun and Molinari 48). Disseminating photographs of Hugo on the rocher des 

Proscrits modeled after depictions of the Emperor on the islands of Elba and Sainte-

Hélène would seal Hugo’s image as an avatar for Napoleon I, and more importantly, as a 

symbol of resistance against the Second Empire. Indeed, Hugo’s portraits recall 

representations of the exiled Napoleon in nineteenth-century visual culture in which the 

Emperor stands on the summits of the island’s rocky cliff, towering over the frenzied seas 

below while observing France from a distance. Although in Hugo’s portraits the 

Emperor’s military attire has been traded for the clothes of a laborer, on the rocher he 

emulates this same mise en scène as the last man standing and the forerunner of France. 

In other portraits [fig. 2.7], Hugo adopts the “hand-in-waistcoat” gestural expression and 

military trademark of Napoléon made famous in his 1812 portrait by Jacques-Louis 

David [fig. 2.8] (Garval 188).43 Using this convention of portraiture to identify himself 

                                                 
42 For more on Hugo’s “Napoleonic” reputation and growing popularity, see Graham Robb (216-220). 
43 A study of the motif of the “hand-in-waistcoat” in portraiture can be found in Arline Meyer (45-63).  
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with Napoleon, the viewer could also look back nostalgically to the France of the 

revolutionary era, confirming that to remember Hugo was also to remember the 

possibility for a future republican nation.  

 

 

Figure 2.7 Charles Hugo (?), Victor Hugo sitting in grass in front of a stone wall, 1853– 

1855, Jersey. Calotype. 
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Figure 2.8 Jacques-Louis David, Napoléon in his study at the Tuileries, 1812. Oil on 

canvas.  

 
The twinning of literary and historical figures in these photographs grounds an 

image of the Romantic artist within the revolutionary climate. Because exile imposes the 

need to think, act, and create politically, generating new forms of engagement as Sylvie 

Aprile has posited, Hugo’s portraits offer a means of resistance that safeguards his artistic 

and political influence in France while away.44 Looking back to the historical Napoleon 

                                                 
44 See Sylvie Aprile’s chapter “Voices of Exile: French Newspapers in England” in Exiles from European 

Revolutions: Refugees in Mid-Victorian England (149-163). In this chapter, Aprile discusses the 

publication of L’Homme, a weekly republican newspaper edited by Charles Ribeyrolles and other exiles 

including Hugo.  
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in his photographs and writing about the contemporary Napoleon and his despotic 

control, Hugo aligns his image on the right side of history. References in Les Travailleurs 

to popular images of Napoleon I that circulated during the Napoleonic Wars set-up 

further association between the exiled author and the exiled Emperor, however, they do 

so to show the ways in which Hugo’s intellectual struggle, narrativized through Gilliat’s 

daring feats, is far greater than military exploits.  

Mess Lethierry, the owner of the stolen La Durande in Les Travailleurs, exclaims 

that liberating and returning his steamship is an achievement deserving of public 

recognition: “On fait des gravures de Napoléon; moi, j’aime mieux ça que la bataille 

d’Austerlitz” (OC XII.I 774). Referring specifically to Napoleon’s celebrated tactical 

success, the text also alludes to the ways in which it was commemorated in popular 

culture as, for example, in François Gérard’s iconic painting, Bataille d’Austerlitz (1810). 

As Victor Brombert has equally pointed out, although the militarized language used 

during Gilliatt’s combat against the raging tempest (“toilette de guerre,” “armée,” 

“legion”) alludes to war, what is more significant are the descriptions that point to 

Gilliatt’s real strengths as an artist (151). His fortitude is not based on physical 

maneuverings, although still impressive, as much as the great moral and technical 

aptitude and determination he displays in the “misère du travail solitaire” (OC XII.I 704). 

His efforts are compared to the labors of creative process in which “son oeuvre lui 

montait à la tête” (emphasis mine, 704). Labor is indeed an appropriate term to use in this 

self-aggrandizing comparison in which the suffering endured by Gilliatt (“Il souffrait 

toutes ces souffrances sans qu’il lui vînt une autre pensée que celle-ci: En avant!,” 704) 
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mirrors that of the exiled artist’s unseen intellectual struggles to produce a “chef-

d’oeuvre” (OC XII.I 699).45 These over-determined references to artistry suggest that, 

through Gilliatt, Hugo is likewise engaged in an intellectual war, fought with words and 

images. Though similar to the revolutionary force of Napoleon Bonaparte, it is in fact 

more impressive than the Emperor’s violent and imperialist conquests. 

If Hugo’s Napoleonic fame reached its peak during exile, thanks in part to the 

photographs that established a visual historical link between Hugo’s exile and France’s 

revolutionary past, it did so to legitimize and glorify his proscription. A re-possession of 

his own exiled body, the resonances between images of the poet and that of Bonaparte 

figure a re-possession of the past in which Hugo embodies the unaccomplished goals of 

the Revolution, preserving at once its memory and demonstrating its enduring need for 

France’s future. For Hugo, France had strayed so far from the goals of liberté, égalité and 

fraternité that he would claim that his geographical displacement was really the exiling of 

the French nation. In a letter to André van Hasselt written on 6 January 1852 while in 

Brussels, Hugo observes: "Ce n'est pas moi, monsieur, qui suis proscrit, c'est la liberté; ce 

n'est pas moi qui suis exilé, c'est la France. La France hors du vrai, hors du juste, hors du 

grand, c’est la France exilée et hors d’elle-même. Moi, je ne souffre pas, je contemple et 

j'attends. J'ai combattu, j'ai fait mon devoir; je suis vaincu, mais heureux” (OC II 44). In 

this telling letter, the exiled Hugo personifies France and its republican values that have 

                                                 
45 Brombert’s chapter on Les Travailleurs de la mer offers an insightful analysis to the theme of cosmic 

and artistic labor in the text (140-168).  
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been usurped by the Second Empire. His assertion that the “true” France is “out of place” 

furthermore implies that though in exile, he is on the right side of the English Channel. 

 

 

Figure 2.9 Edmond Bacot, Victor Hugo sitting, 1862, Guernsey. Albumen print.   

 

In later portraits of Hugo taken by Edmond Bacot [fig. 2.9], the author dons a new 

look that would solidify his prophetic and revolutionary persona within the collective 

imagination of the Third Republic (Garval 188). Indeed, the aging white beard in Hugo’s 

portraits from the 1860s recalls both the renegade look of French revolutionaries and the 

patriarchal sagacity of an exiled republican. As Graham Robb remarks:  
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Hugo claimed that he grew a beard to protect his chests from the cold, but it 

allowed a powerful confusion to germinate in the collective unconscious. In 1866, 

someone wrote to tell him that a fifteen-year-old boy had asked on his death-bed 

to be buried with a photograph of Victor Hugo: ‘for him you were almost a God.’ 

At home the god appeared as a clan chieftain, the head of ménage à plusieurs. 

(original emphasis, 351)46 

 

As all this suggests, these photographs worked to present a particular image of Hugo as a 

god-like figure and even a martyr within the context of his exile and the politics of 

nineteenth-century France, ensuring that, despite his absence, he would be recognized as 

a father-figure to the nation. However, the connection between Hugo’s struggles and the 

doomed fate of Second-Empire France allegorized through the plundered steam vessel is, 

“far more than just Romantic myth-making,” as Kathryn Grossman asserts, because it 

demonstrates “the titanic task undertaken by the poet to enlighten and inflame the French 

people, to inspire them to embrace an alternative future” (86).  

Hugo, like Gilliatt, is a promethean oulaw, “un Job luttant, un Job combattant et 

faisant front aux fléaux, un Job conquérant … un Job Prométhée” (OC XII.I 704) whose 

destiny it is to rescue exiled-France and carry it into the future.47 The myth of 

Prometheus, chained to a mountain for giving humankind the sacred gift of fire, is a 

fitting intertextual comparison for the exiled artist who described his photographic 

portraits as the culmination of work produced “en collaboration avec le soleil” (OC VIII 

                                                 
46 See also Pierre Georgel (74) and Michael Garval (188). 
47 Both Kathryn Grossman and Pierre Albouy have expertly connected Hugo’s self-fashioning to Greek 

mythology, demonstrating the ways in which his personal history is built on pre-existing myths. See 

Kathryn Grossman (92) and Pierre Albouy (223-224).  
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1070),48 alluding perhaps to photography’s means of production—chemically treated 

plates reacting with sunlight. Furthermore, Hugo’s phrasing foregrounds the godlike and 

truth-bearing mission of his work tasked with mobilizing those back home while detained 

an ocean away.  

The visual appropriation in Hugo’s photographic portraits, accomplished through 

a calculated staging that takes into account both setting and fashion, looks back to past 

mythic figures of exile through a wholly modern medium. The images made “en 

attendant” draw together two disparate elements of time and history, the past and the 

future, as a means of coping with the present. His portraits are indeed aimed at the future 

and propose that while waiting for a revolution to take place that would allow him to 

return to his native soil, the photographs are themselves a form of intellectual revolution 

against the totalitarinism of the Second Empire. Although Napoleon III offered amnesty 

to the political exiles of the Second Empire in 1859, of which the majority accepted, 

Hugo refused to return to France until the so-called “bandit Emperor” was no longer in 

power. For Hugo, Louis-Napoleon’s offer was yet another example of his tyrannical 

regime that presented a false hope of freedom: “Fidèle à l’engagement que j’ai pris vis-à-

vis de ma conscience, je partagerai jusqu’au bout l’exil de la liberté. Quand la liberté 

rentrera, je rentrerai” (OC X.I 725). To return to France while still under Louis-

Napoleon’s control would be worse than exile because, although socially and politically 

disenfranchised, Hugo nonetheless perceived himself to be free. Instead he accepted his 

                                                 
48 Hugo describes Charles’ photographs as having been produced in collaboration with the sun in a letter 

written to Gustave Flaubert on 28 June 1853. In this letter to Flaubert, Victor Hugo also included one of his 

photographic portraits. 
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exile as proof of his heroism: “Parmi les éprouvés je planterai ma tente:/ Je resterai 

proscrit, voulant rester debout./ J’accepte l’âpre exil, n’eût-il ni fin ni terme,/” (OP II 

215). With no foreseeable end to his separation from France, Hugo recasts his 

proscription as the exiling of his homeland wherein his body symbolizes the nation and 

revolutionary values. The once marginalized and withdrawn Romantic artist of the 

beginning of the century is now re-imagined as a socially and politically engaged figure.  

His portraits bridge the spatio-temporal disjunctions of exile and memory during 

this time by bringing the past into the present through a strategy of “nostalgic 

reconstruction” (23)—to borrow the words of Susan Stewart—in which an artist mediates 

the present reality by projecting an idealized version of a past reality. More largely, Hugo 

fights against the social and political instability of the Second Empire that threatened to 

erase all institutions, traditions, and symbols of the past, including himself. Doubtless an 

act of self-promotion and exceedingly ego-centric as it may be, Hugo’s Napoleonic 

campaign is a retrospective simulation that inscribes himself within a larger historical 

narrative of social and political displacement so that what happened in the past can shape 

present-day thoughts and actions that will determine the future. By establishing this link 

to the past within his experience of rupture, he asserts the value exile would have for his 

own posterity and the future of France, which for Hugo were inextricably linked.  
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GILLIATT AND THE ALTERITY OF THE EXILE  

The representation of islands around which Hugo frames his exilic identity 

continues in Les Travailleurs de la mer. Hugo dedicated the novel to the place of his 

exile and the island on which the story takes places: "à l'île de Guernesey, sévère et 

douce, mon asile actuel, mon tombeau probable,” and in particular, “au rocher 

d'hospitalité et de liberté” (OC XII.I 549). Both a place of asylum and his feared tomb, in 

the novel, the rock is again viewed as a manifestation of exile, closely associated with the 

novel’s protagonist, Gilliatt, whose obscure past is linked to the events of the French 

Revolution and who shares more in common with the insular landscape of Guernsey than 

its inhabitants. In the central plot of the novel, Gilliatt engages in an impressive battle 

against the stormy seas in order to salvage Mess Lethierry’s steamship that is 

shipwrecked and wedged between the perilous Douvres reefs. He must confront and 

overcome the natural elements, the third ananke or the human struggle against the 

physical world in order to free the ship.49 The steamship, a new technology that harnesses 

the power of the sea and that carries with it the hope of progress and the fate of Second 

Empire-France provides the subtext of Gilliatt’s struggles. Indeed, its first sail is, “par 

hasard ou exprès,” on the anniversary of the Revolution of 1789 and the storming of the 

Bastille. On its first launch, Mess Lethierry compares the vast and turbulent seas to the 

French capital, exclaiming “C’est ton tour! les parisiens ont pris la Bastille; maintenant 

                                                 
49 In the preface for the novel, Hugo lists the three different ananke that Notre Dame de Paris, Les 

Misérables, and Les Travailleurs de la mer treat respectively: society/laws, religion/dogmas, and 

nature/things. As he writes, “Ces trois luttes sont en même temps ses trois besoins: il faut qu’il croie, de là 

la temple; il faut qu’il crée, de là la cité; il faut qu’il vive, de là la charrue et le navire. Mes ces trois 

solutions contiennent trois guerres” (OC XII.I 551).  
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nous te prenons, toi!” (OC XII.I 584). Its maiden voyage, marked by the major historical 

event of the century, gestures to the successful overthrow of the ancien régime and 

implies that its voyage parallels the history of France in the nineteenth century. The 

treachery of Sieur Clubin, the captain responsible for intentionally sinking the vessel, 

thus foregrounds the illegitimacy of Napoleon III and the doomed state of France under 

his despotic control.  

When La Durande is pilfered from Mess Lethierry he falls into a state of 

depression and experiences a social déclassement that is compared to Napoleon’s exile on 

Sainte-Hélène: “L’écroulement, c’est Waterloo; la diminution, c’est Sainte-Hélène . . . 

Ces deux phrases, Waterloo et Sainte-Hélène, réduites aux proportions bourgeoises, tout 

homme ruiné les traverse” (OC XII.I 763). Projecting, perhaps, his own precarious 

financial state occasioned by exile, here, Hugo calls attention to the parallels between his 

exile and that of the “legitimate” Napoleon, and ultimately that of France. Like the ship 

that is lost at sea and lodged between the two rocky towers of the Douvres, so too has 

France been led astray by the French Emperor (here, we are reminded of Hugo’s claim 

that it is France who has been exiled). To rescue the ship, “a pawn in a complicated plot 

of betrayal (Clubin) and redemption (Gilliatt)” (67), as Grossman explains, would thus 

redeem the fate of France restoring it to its rightful owner, the people. In order to do so, 

Gilliatt must take on an enormous series of tasks, single-handedly defying the odds to 

triumph over the menacing and impenetrable threats of the natural world—stormy seas, 

winds, and an underwater monster—to achieve victory. His eventual success is compared 
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to a revolution (“Quelle revolution!) in which he, and by extension Hugo, emerge 

triumphant.  

Gilliatt is a Romantic hero who lives cut off from the world around him. A 

fisherman and expert sailor, he spends the majority of his time at sea or on a small coastal 

rock off the coast of Guernsey. A social pariah embracing solitude, he prefers the 

company of nature that “l’attira vers les choses et loin des hommes, et amalgama de plus 

en plus cette âme à la solitude.” (OC XII.I 560). Following the death of his mother, his 

only living relative, around him absence and emptiness reigns: “Il était sauvage, il devint 

farouche. Le désert s’acheva autour de lui. Ce n’était que l’isolement, ce fut le vide” 

(560). Significantly, the novel takes place in the absence of family, no mention is made in 

the text of Gilliatt’s father, and when the story begins, his mother has already passed 

away. Without any relatives to connect him to his origins, be it a family, a community, or 

a past, little is known about Gilliatt’s identity. He is thus an orphan who has made “se 

tenir à l’écart” (OC XII.I 789) an instinctual habit of his survival.  

Gilliatt’s obscure origins are attributed to his presumably French identity and his 

family’s connection to the French Revolution: 

Française, il est probable, qu’elle l’était. Les volcans lancent des pierres et 

les révolutions des hommes. Des familles sont ainsi envoyées à de grandes 

distances, des destinées sont dépaysées, des groupes sont dispersés et 

s’émiettent, des gens tombent des nues…. D’où viennent ces inconnus? 

C’est ce vésuve qui fume là-bas qui les a expectorés. On donne des noms à 

ces aérolithes, à ces individus expulsés et perdus, à ces éliminés du sort; 

on les appelle émigrés, réfugiés, aventuriers. (OC XII.I 560) 

 

If this were to be true, Gilliatt is a second-generation immigrant that, like his mother, is 

considered one of the inconnus, an idea reinforced in that he not only shares his mother’s 
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name, but that he is an itinerant adventurer. They are both disliked and avoided by the 

superstitious town who suspects them of malicious deeds and consorting with the devil. 

Yet their “otherness” is linked not only to their refusal to participate in the traditions and 

rituals so beloved in the Anglo-Norman community, including among others, not going to 

church on holy days, but more importantly, because of their rumored “Frenchness” that is 

considered subversive.  

Mess Lethierry, although born and raised on Guernsey, is also considered French. 

He is referred to as “le français” because of his “idées subversises” (OC XII.I 593). He 

prefers to read Voltaire, for example, and declares that he has been raised on the milk of 

the French Revolution (“J’ai tété 89”) and was even in Paris in 1789, likely making him 

an accomplice in the storming of the Bastille.50 His most revolutionary achievement, 

however, is the building La Durande, the Island’s first steam vessel that the islanders 

refer to as the “devil boat,” fearing that its mechanisms involved witchcraft. Still it is 

important to remember that the ship, as we have seen, is linked to the events of the 

Revolution. The Islanders thus fear the French as they do the threat of the devil, and by 

extension, revolutionary activity. Still, they share much in common with French culture 

as Hugo maintains in “L’Archipel de la Manche,” so that if “Frenchness” is a source of 

unease, it is because they have forgotten their own past: “Les jersiais et les guernesiais ne 

sont certainement pas anglais sans le vouloir, mais ils sont français sans le savoir. S’ils le 

savent, ils tiennent à l’oublier” (OC XII.I 524). 

                                                 
50 Hugo alludes to this possibility in his notes, writing that “Il s’etait trouvé à Paris en 1789. Il était 

enthousiaste de la révolution.—Il est probable qu’il avait pris un peu la Batsille” (OC XII.I 573). 
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 Gilliatt’s unknown family history, and in particular, the absenting of the father, 

has historical resonances that connect his story to that of post-revolutionary France. It 

also signifies beyond a lack of origins and uprooting with the past to indicate Gilliatt’s 

alterity. Abject spaces in the novel, like the rock, become a marker for exploring the 

notion of alterity and the question of identity surrounding Gilliatt and his “Frenchness” 

that doubtless hit close to home for Hugo while in exile. Spatial metaphors, for example, 

permeate Hugo’s reflections on what it means to be a foreigner, and more importantly, 

what it means to be French while abroad. In his words, “Etranger? Que signifie ce mot? 

Quoi, sur ce rocher j’ai moins de droits que dans ce champ?... Quelle ineptie de prétendre 

que je suis moins homme sur un point de la terre que sur l'autre! Vous me dites : Nous 

sommes chez nous et vous n’êtes pas chez vous” (OC IX 1152). Contemplating the here 

and there and self and other, exile disturbs identity and denaturalizes systems of 

identification, compelling the proscrit, as in the case of Hugo, to rethink seemingly 

natural concepts like identity and nationalism. Again, it is around the image of the rock 

that these very questions are raised. To be French was not based on what Hugo viewed as 

arbitrary borders (“cette ligne bleue ou rouge visible seulement sur vos cartes,” 1152), 

but to stand for the quintessential republican values born of the Revolution—liberté, 

fraternité, et égalité.  

 The town thus remains skeptical of Gilliatt because he is an outsider who does not 

seem to share its same values. His alterity is inferred in the opening scene of the novel 

when he is first introduced to the reader. In this scene, he and two other figures walk 

along the streets of St. Sampson, but appear to have no visible affiliation with each other. 
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Déruchette, the young woman ahead of Gilliatt, stops to write his name in the snow 

before continuing on her way. From the outset, a distance is established between him and 

the world around him. A name traced in the snow, Gilliatt first appears within the story in 

the form of a linguistic sign, an empty signifier that will be erased as soon as the snow 

melts. It is a scene that sets up an opposition between his selfhood, represented through 

his name, and the world around him.51 His social alienation is further emphasized in the 

location of his dilapidated home that is not visible from the town center. Bû de la rue, a 

name that underscores his spatial remoteness, is built on a rocky bluff  that so closely 

borders the coast that it is “presque hors de l’île” (OC XII.I 557). Rather than signal unity 

and act as a bulwark against the threat of detachment, Gilliatt’s home is recurrently 

flooded by the sea that seeps onto the land. The tides threaten to dislodge his home from 

the land, making it virtually an island at sea. 

Gilliatt’s home is thus a liminal space located at the convergence between land 

and sea. It is also the meeting point between two worlds, this world and the world that 

lies beyond. Bû de la rue is closely associated with death and is believed to be haunted by 

ghosts and demons. It is one of the Island’s “maison[s] morte[s]” that was purchased by 

his mother who was “évidemment tentée par le diable” (OC XII.I 557, 559). The spectral 

house and its inhabitant are thus associated with the occult and “l’Inconnu” that threaten 

the rational order and structure of the distrustful Island community. Signaled in the text 

by the chapter heading, “A Maison visionnée habitant visionnaire,” this abject space is 

also linked to the other worldly qualities of Gilliatt’s visual and visionary capacities. The 

                                                 
51 I will return to this scene and its connection to the act of writing later in this chapter. 
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connection between the haunted house and Gilliatt, as Brombert observes, “signal[s] his 

ability to decipher invisible reality” and also “announce[s] his poetic function” (158). 

Indeed, Gilliat is “l’homme du songe” and a “voyant de la nature” (OC XII.I 569) who 

observes with a uniquely imaginative vision that penetrates surface realities to what lies 

beyond and within. 

 

GHOSTLY VISIONS AND THE MIND’S EYE 

Reinforcing the Romantic narrative, Gilliatt’s solitude produces “une sorte de 

charme” that transforms his marginalization into visionary contemplation: “La solitude 

dégage une certaine quantité d’égarement sublime” (OC XII.I 560, 569). Visual 

metaphors abound in descriptions of the protagonist on the rock named Chaise Gild 

Holm'Ur as a site of poetic reverie where his imagination runs free. He is “un pensif” and 

a “bizarre observateur” (OC XII.I 569-570) whose visions, like Hugo’s writings and 

drawings, border on grotesque hallucinations. As the text warns, Gilliatt must be careful 

to harness these visionary powers that otherwise would overwhelm and stupefy the 

passive observer. In his dream-like state, Gilliatt is thus deeply engaged in an active 

intellectual and creative process: “Méditait-il? Non. Nous venons le dire, il songeait. Il ne 

se laissait pas surprendre par la marée” (OC XII.I 572).  

The rocky seat carved out by the sea and only accessible during low-tide is a 

place of creative refuge for the lone hero that is likewise associated with death and the 

funerary tomb. The Celtic origins of the structure’s nomenclature, according to the 
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narrator, means “he who sleeps dies,” prefiguring Gilliatt’s self-sacrifice at the end of the 

novel and revealing Hugo’s own fantasies of martyrdom that we see both in his poetry 

and in his photographic portraits with the rocher des Proscrits. A cautionary tale for the 

visionary poet, the reader is told that of the numerous visitors who visit Chaise Gild 

Holm'Ur attracted by the beautiful setting laid out before them, “les yeux sont remplis 

d’un excès de beauté et de lumière,” many fall victim to its charm and are overcome by 

an “assoupissement de l’extase” (OC XII.I 571). Oblivious to the rising tide they are 

unable to return to land and are consequently engulfed by the waters. On a personal level, 

the threat of the sea recalled the death of Hugo’s daughter, Léopoldine, who drowned in 

September 1843. A grievous event that haunted Hugo and his family, her death also 

marked a significant shift, as Pierre Albouy and Kathryn Grossman have demonstrated, in 

Hugo’s aesthetics from his earlier more harmonious novels to later novels like Les 

Travailleurs de la mer that feature themes of transcendence, death, and redemption.  

Gilliatt’s visions on the rock open up other worlds and explore an intermediate 

state between life and death, awake and sleep, and real and fantasy. The chapter heading 

“La Chaise Gild-Holm-‘Ur” links his ability to transcend the physical world to the exilic 

space. It is here that his corporeal eyes close and “d’autres yeux s’ouvrent” (OC XII.I 

570), permitting Gilliatt to glimpse the otherwise unknowable and the unseeable. The 

rock, an ideal place of observation and contemplation thus produces for Gilliatt, and by 

extension Hugo, a new set of eyes, and with that, a different way of seeing. Gilliatt’s 

connection to the nocturnal world of dreams gives him a position of clarity, further 

symbolized by the rocky peak, and allows him look beyond the external world with a 
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"prévoyance créatrice” (570). In keeping with Romantic ideals of visual perception, his 

mind’s eye takes over and gives way to a prophetic vision based on individual creativity 

and imagination. In order to decipher “reality,” as Hugo writes in Promontorium somnii 

(1863), “L’Homme a besoin du rêve” (OC XII.I 471). 

If the mind’s eye is paramount in Hugo’s conception of vision and the creative 

act, it is on the periphery that the things of the physical world undergo an imaginative 

enlargement. Paralleling Hugo’s portraits, the text suggests that a state of exile in fact 

stimulates creativity, an idea that anticipates many twentieth-century critics, including 

Michael Seidel who finds that artists gain “imaginative sustenance from exile” (x). While 

one must be careful not to trivialize and idealize the trauma of such an experience, it 

nevertheless provides a powerful metaphor for Hugo’s conception of artistry and artistic 

identity. To be sure, it is when one is withdrawn and detached that "Il en résulte un 

mystérieux tremblement d’idées qui dilate le docteur en voyant et le poète en prophète” 

(OC XII.I 569). The poetic is thus linked to vision and the visual, but not in a strictly 

physiological sense for some kind of blindness (or dream-like state) is needed to see as an 

artist does, or should.  

While it may seem strange given this formulation that Hugo turns to photography, 

a medium that, at least in theory, was more aligned with the objectivity and impartiality 

of Realism, I would like to suggest that his understanding and engagement with the 

medium is not so opposed to the Romantic vision that he theorizes and practices and that 

it in fact draws inspiration from nineteenth-century writings on early photography. 

References in Les Travailluers to Gilliatt’s “other eyes” that dilate to capture “une 
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creation fantôme” (OC XII.I 570), for example, bring to mind the camera’s early 

association with the occult. From posthumous portraits to spirit photographs, 

photography has always been associated with death well before the work of Roland 

Barthes. Recall, for example, that when the daguerreotype was first introduced it invoked 

suspicions that it was a form of black magic. Henry Fox Talbot, inventor of the calotype 

in the 1840s also wrote about the photograph’s “magic” that, without the help of an artist, 

could permanently “fix” the most fleeting things of this world onto a surface. For Talbot, 

the camera captured a tension, a very Romantic one at that, between the momentary and 

the permanent that he refers to as “the art of fixing a shadow” in The Pencil of Nature 

(1844-1846).52 A photograph, unlike other forms of representation, could record an 

ephemeral visual apparition that would otherwise go undetected by the human eye. The 

camera, it was believed, could thus serve as a medium, in every sense of the word, to 

protect against loss by preserving or embalming the dead and by communicating with the 

occult.  

Photographic images were therefore not so dogmatically linked to the material 

world in the nineteenth century. Fearing its spectral qualities, Balzac famously expressed 

great anxiety over the medium, believing that the camera peeled away the ghostly layers 

of the photographed subject in order to produce an image, a process of disembodiment 

that challenged the unity of one’s seflhood.53 Hugo, evidently, did not share the 

apprehensions of his contemporaries. Rather he seemed to acknowledge and welcome the 

                                                 
52 For more on Talbot’s theories on photography in connection to Romanticism, see Andrea K. Henderson.  
53 Nadar writes about Balzac’s fear of photography in the first chapter of Quand j’étais photographe (1-8).  
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medium’s ghostly qualities. In one portrait of Hugo [fig. 2.10] published in copies of 

Profils et Grimaces (1864) by Auguste Vacquerie, Hugo poses for the camera sitting with 

his eyes closed while he presumably communicates with God. The photograph entitled 

 

 

Figure 2.10 Auguste Vacquerie, Victor Hugo listening to God, 1853–1854, Jersey. 

Calotype.  

 
either Victor Hugo écoutant Dieu or Effet de Phèdre sur le génie recalls this same scene 

in Les Travailleurs of Gilliatt on the rock and the visual effects that solitude could have, 

according to Hugo, on artistic genius: “La solitude fait des gens à talent ou des idiots.” 

(OC XII.I 567).54 The portrait furthermore establishes a connection between Hugo’s 

                                                 
54 Michael Garval refers to this same photograph and the “trance-like pose” as an example of Hugo’s self-

presentation as a visionary prophet (188).   
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engagement with photography and his active interest in the Spiritualist movement during 

exile.55  

During the tables tournantes sessions at Marine Terrace organized by author and 

salonnière Delphine de Girardin, the Hugo clan attempted to communicate with the spirit 

world. At first skeptical, the poet was later convinced when one séance allegedly revealed 

the spirit of Léopoldine (Robb 331-332). Daily séances soon began and included a long 

list of impressive and heroic historical figures, including Dante, Shakespeare, and 

Chateaubriand who allegedly expressed his great appreciation of Napoléon-le-petit. Like 

Hugo’s photographic portraits, these table turning sessions reveal a strategy of personal 

myth-making that, as Michael Garval significantly points out, “reaffirmed Hugo’s long-

standing sense of destiny and reassured him that, while no longer in Paris, he was still at 

the center of the universe” (180). 

Because one’s sense of belonging is deeply rooted to place, the spatial dislocation 

suffered by Hugo stimulated, perhaps, a desire to establish a cosmogony that would 

ensure an afterlife or future-image of the exiled artist’s glory. By connecting with the past 

through various media, Hugo works against the uprooting experience of his exile that he 

felt not only removed him from France, but from the world of the living: “L’exil ne m’a 

pas seulement détaché de la France, il m’a presque détaché de la terre, et il y a des 

instants où je me sens comme mort” (OC IX 1152). The ontological displacement 

occasioned by exile is tellingly compared to death by Hugo in this letter to Abel-François 

                                                 
55 For more on Spiritualism and photography in the nineteenth century, see Rosalind Krauss (29-48), as 

well as Tom Gunning’s chapter, “Phantom Images and Modern Manifestations: Spirit Photography, Magic 

Theater, Trick Films, and Photography’s Uncanny” (42-71). 
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Villemain, fellow writer and politician, wrenching one from the land of the living to the 

land of the dead. The photographed Hugo too becomes a ghostly vision that, like a 

specter, is caught between this world (presence) and the next (absence). So while Hugo’s 

writings never directly draw a parallel between photography and his interest in 

Spiritualism, it’s easy to imagine the reasons why the exiled artist, so preoccupied with 

constructing and preserving his legacy during his proscription, was drawn to both 

mediums. Photography offered the Romantic artist conceivably the most poetic form of 

representation that rendered a moment frozen while at the same time stressing its 

inevitable transience. His engagement with these two modes of communication while in 

Jersey suggests that, for Hugo, photography could function not only as an intermediary 

between the physical and the occult worlds, or the real and the imaginary, but as a portal 

to the past that could overcome absence. Could the apparent timelessness of a photograph 

likewise ensure an “other worldly” quality to the exiled artist? 

 

CONFRONTING ABSENCE 

In Hugo’s Romantic view of the physical world, nature contains within it invisible 

realities that, when unlocked by the artist’s imagination, reveal “la continuation occulte 

de la nature infinie” (OC XII.I 570). The narrator takes care to note that there is nothing 

supernatural about the dark recesses of the imaginary realm for they come from nature 

itself. Indeed, the natural world is viewed as its own artist, molding and sculpting the 

earth and bathing it in lightness and darkness: “Quel artiste que l’abîme!” (OC XII.I 693). 
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From the summits of the Douvres reefs, Gilliatt’s voyage into the alluring abyss of the 

submerged grotto is a sublime aesthetic experience. Traditionally associated with 

dreamscapes and visual distortions, the underwater cavern also indicates psychological 

depths and the very locus of imagination itself. Laid out before Gilliatt is a dizzying and 

dazzling series of caves filled with luminescent vegetation and odd sea life rarely 

glimpsed by the human eye. It is a space of pure imagination in which nature, so vivid 

and unpredictable, is a poetic artist producing works of art likened to bas-relief sculptures 

and the architectural marvels of Alhambra.56 It is so stunning that Gilliatt can hardly 

believe his eyes: “On regardait cela, on y touchait, on y était; seulement il était difficile 

d’y croire” (OC XII.I 694). Like Gilliatt’s visionary visions, the grotto offers the reader a 

scopophilic scene of “une réalité empreinte d’impossible” (OC XII.I 694). The 

unbelievability of what lies in the cave, however, does not set up an opposition between 

the “the real” and “the imaginary,” but rather brings these two realms together in one 

liminal space.  

The dark and shadowy “palais de la Mort” also closely resembles a cryptic 

darkroom whose dim cavern walls are penetrated with “la lumière d’apocalypse” (OC 

XII.I 694). Once inside, it is nearly impossible to leave. It is a threshold between this 

world and the next, in which Gilliatt must confront his own mortality. Countless 

references to death underscore the gravity of the situation and the unlikelihood of the 

hero’s success against the monstrous octopus that lives there. It has already consumed 

                                                 
56 It is worth noting here that early inventors of photography commonly expressed the desire to find a way 

for nature to be its own artist. Although the technical and scientific capacity for photography was available 

before its “official” discovery in 1839, it is not until the late-eighteenth century that the “desire” for nature 

to “represent itself automatically,” is conceived (Batchen, Burning with Desire 56). 
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Sieur Clubin and presents an even greater threat to Gilliatt than the greedy usurper. The 

avaricious and insatiable appetite of the octopus hiding in the depths of the cave is a 

“symbol of libidinous threat and absolute evil” (154), as Brombert has demonstrated, but 

its absolute evil resides in the way it devours its victims. By first penetrating and then 

subsuming its prey into its own body, the pieuvre presents the ultimate threat of erasure: 

“Il vous tire à lui et en lui, et, lié, englué, impuissant, vous vous sentez lentement vidé 

dans cet épouvantable sac, qui est un monstre” (emphasis mine, OC XII.I 742). Gilliatt’s 

most daring battle is thus a fight against his own oblivion. Sieur Clubin’s skeletal frame 

at the bottom of the ocean floor is an eerie reminder of this grim fate. He has been 

emptied, quite literally, of all life and is only recognizable to Gilliatt by a piece of paper 

on his cadavre on which is written Sieur Clubin’s name. The name and legacy he left 

behind, represented through the written word, is all that remains of Sieur Clubin. The 

same is true of Gilliat’s deceased mother who leaves behind a chest containing family 

relics and a hand-written letter, “écrit de la main de la morte” (OC XII.I 560) that is a 

trace of her absence.  

A precursor to Ubu Roi who consumes all and everything, the octopus represents 

the fate of the political exile that, once ingested, becomes one with the creature’s 

nothingness. This fear of oblivion is put best in a passage in the novel in which Mess 

Lethierry grieves the loss of La Durande. Believing the ship will never be returned to 

him, “Où était-elle sa Durande, cette maginifique et souveraine Durande,” he mourns not 

only the loss of his livelihood, but equally of his selfhood and sense of place within 

history: “Avoir été dans son pays l’homme idée, l’homme succès, l’homme révolution! y 
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renoncer! abdiquer! N’être plus! Etre un sac où il y a eu quelque chose! Etre le passé 

quand on a été l’avenir ! (OC XII.I 764). The exiled poet likely had his own fears of being 

forgotten in mind when Mess Lethierry reflects on the full weight of his social and 

existential ruin. The image of the empty sack conveys the abyss that separates the past 

from the future and recalls the figure of the octopus. By using metaphors of (empty) 

space and time to relate the experience of exile as ceasing to exist, Hugo foregrounds his 

perceived absence and growing fear that he had become a thing of yesterday.  

But perhaps the most striking depiction of exile as the experience of erasure is the 

comparison made between the grotto and an underwater window (“fenêtre sous mer”). A 

powerful motif of the fragmenting modern experience, the image of the window and its 

connection to absence gains further significance when understood in relation to Hugo’s 

photographs. The windows of Marine Terrace reappear in many of the photographs taken 

in Jersey of the exiled family and their surroundings. In Jann Matlock’s insightful reading 

of these images, she connects the theme of the window to some of the earliest 

photographs that feature scenes viewed from windows, including Niépce’s View from the 

window at La Gras (1822) and Daguerre’s Boulevard du temple (1838). For Matlock, the 

photographs taken from inside looking outside are a “clin d’oeil” to the medium’s 

founding fathers that picture a desolate landscape to convey the equally desolate 

experience of exile as having no one and nothing (317-318). In many of the window-

portraits taken at Marine Terrace, however, the view outside taken from an interior space 

is reversed and instead features the subjects posed next to or in front of the window. On a 

practical level, the windows allowed more light to enter the camera, but they also were a 
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trope that foregrounded isolation and imprisonment, an idea illustrated in the photographs 

making up the Hauteville House collage [fig. 2.11] in which each subject is encased 

within its own frame.  

 

 

Figure 2.11 Charles Hugo, Hauteville House Collage, 1855–1856, Guernsey. Mixed 

media. 
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The Hauteville House photo-collage explicitly calls attention to the place of their 

exile as the word Jersey appears directly beneath the central image of Hugo. Collectively, 

the eleven photographs also bear a resemblance to the topography of the Archipelago in 

which each island/portrait is surrounded by the swirly abyss of water. In this 

photographic cosmogony of sorts, it is perhaps unsurprising that it is around Hugo’s 

emblematic portrait on the rocher des Proscrits that the other portraits are situated, and 

furthermore, that his portrait, surrounded by a celestial shrine, is likewise the collage’s 

highest point. Here, the artist is positioned as both the point of origin and the godlike 

creator above, affirming at once his masculinity and divinity within his own universe. Yet 

the layering of multiple frames within the collage isolates the photographed subjects from 

each other, rendering the family tree truncated and dismembered. The subjects are not 

only enclosed within the space of the photography, but also through the decorative hand-

drawn frames that visualize the words “prison” and “exile” written on three of the 

portraits’ borders. In the portrait of Auguste Vacquerie (bottom right), the grid-like 

painted frame echoes the windows of Marine Terrace that he poses in front of so that the 

seemingly familiar and welcoming space of the home equally conveys a sense of 

confinement.  

In another photograph [fig. 2.12] the house’s windows frame and virtually sever 

the head of Victor Hugo that is wedged between its constricting borders. Is Hugo perhaps 

playing with the visual and linguistic associations of the sash window (fenêtres à 

guillotine in French) to the guillotine, re-enacting the violent events of the Revolution 

and Terror and the absence associated with it? Interestingly, the image of the window is 
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also a reminder of early photographic processes before the invention of the shutter button 

in which the operator must lift up a divider allowing light to enter the camera. The motif 

of the window also brings to mind the photographic image that is always framed by the 

photographer, demonstrating an interaction between the camera’s operator and the 

external world. It is worth noting too that Gilliatt defeats the octopus by severing its head 

from its body, re-appropriating the theme of decapitation in a lasting image of his victory 

over oblivion and the re-establishment of his autonomy. Regardless of Hugo’s intentions, 

 

 

Figure 2.12 Auguste Vacquerie, The two windows of Marine Terrace, 1853–1854, Jersey. 

Calotype.  
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his positioning within the window’s frames is a haunting moment of self-representation 

that illustrates ideas of dismemberment and creates a mood of dislocation that frames 

Hugo’s narrative of exile.  

 

THE TIES THAT BIND US 

If Gilliatt’s conflicts with natural and human monsters are repeatedly compared to 

the profound social and political turbulences of nineteenth-century France, as we have 

seen, Hugo does so to indicate to the reader the ways it parallels his own exile and fight 

against oblivion. Indeed, what is at stake in Gilliat’s victory is not only the fate of the 

ship (and that of France), but also his own sense of belonging. When he returns to 

Guernsey, the ship’s wooden figurehead in tow and engine intact, Mess Lethierry 

declares the once obscure and parentless hero his son twice over: “Il sera deux fois mon 

gendre” (OC XII.I 774). He will not only assume Lethierry’s patriarchal role as 

Déruchette’s husband, a desire that is, however, never realized, but also as the new 

captain of La Durande. This is the ultimate recompense for Gilliatt because it secures 

him a position within a larger lineage as father, son, and husband, the importance of 

which is emphasized in “L’Archipel de la Manche.”  

In this chapter, Hugo discusses the significance and necessity of genealogies for 

island populations. Given the remoteness of the Archipelago and the largely peripatetic 

sea-faring population, Hugo comments that tradition and affiliation are highly valued on 

the Anglo-Norman islands: “Les îles sont des pays de généaolgoies. Un mot, en passant, 
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des généaologies … Les filiations sont vénérées dans l’archipel. On les constate même 

pour les vaches. (Plus utilement, peut-être, que pour les hommes.) (OC XII.I 542). These 

strong ancestral ties generate “une très grande foi dans sa propre antiquité” (542) and 

establish a link with the past that is especially important given their remote geographic 

location.   

The sea is imagined as the driving force of modern history and progress that 

transfigures and destroys as it moves forward. It is compared to the industry of progress 

that “dérange, déplace, supprime, abat, rase, mine, sape, creuse, fouille, casse.” (OC XII.I 

537), making the Islanders’ reverence for their past crucial. The narrator repeatedly 

laments how with time historical landmarks, monuments, the old spirit of Guernsey, and 

even Gilliatt’s home on Bû de la rue no longer exist. Yet, and Brombert is right to point 

this out, nostalgia for the way things were and dismay that they will never be the same is 

interspersed with celebratory passages dedicated to scientific and technical 

advancements, including the great La Durande that is able to circulate bodies and goods 

more efficiently and safely.57 The ambiguous status of progress, both the lessening of 

modern society’s foolishness and elsewhere as its return to chaos, is painted against the 

backdrop of the French Revolution (recall, for example, that La Durande first set sail on 

Bastille Day), foregrounding the ways in which revolutions not only cast people away 

from home, but also trouble the relationship to the past.  

                                                 
57 For Victor Brombert, the apparent contradictions arising in the novel’s treatment of progress should be 

read against references to the islanders’ strong belief in superstitions. He argues that the “underlying 

yearning for darkness” establishes a “climate of poetic unreality and mystery” that provides the mythic 

dimension of the text (149-150).  
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Accustomed to perpetual dynamism and effacement in their proximity to the sea, 

these island communities have thus put systems of recollection in place, including 

tattooing, for example, that makes it “impossible de casser ce fil qui se prolonge à perte 

de vue dans la nuit” (OC XII.I 542). If progress and modern history thrust us forward, 

then memory serves as a connection to what once was. It is for this reason that the 

persistence of memory in the Islanders is unparalleled and rooted to the isolated space in 

which they live. As the text explains, because “l’isolement a la mémoire longue, et une 

île est un isolement,” on an island, “on se souvient de tout.” (542). The last line of 

defense against the transitory nature of modernity, the past is preserved through the act of 

remembrance. If history is unstable, shifting, and destined for effacement, memory, the 

text proposes, can offer a solution. The saltiness of the sea where “une sorte de salure 

conserve tout” (542) presents the island as a model for these processes of recollection. By 

imagining the salt water as a form of embalming, the text also alludes to early 

photographic processes, the same used by the Jersey atelier that used salt-treated papers 

and submerged negatives in salt solutions to produce a permanent and reproducible 

image.  

The image of memory as an unwavering and unbreakable thread, while revelatory 

of Hugo’s Romantic character and no doubt a bid to his posterity, seems to present a 

linear and undeviating view of history. Hugo makes these ideas more complex in his 

reflections on memory and the process of writing in “Ce que je ferais dans une île 

déserte.” In the poem, the issue of memory underpins Hugo’s fantasies about exile. The 

impermeable stone is viewed as a site of memory capable of not only serving as a witness 
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for the lone exile, but also as a safeguard against the elusive nature of existence: “Sur les 

rocs, témoins de ma gloire,/J’écrirais mon nom et mon sort,/Et je serais sûr qu’à ma 

mort/Les rocs garderaient ma mémoire” (OP I 161-162). An inanimate object able to 

outlast the artist’s corporeal body, Hugo imagines a monumental and enduring fame in 

his absence in which the stony structure acts an aide-mémoire striving for permanence. 

By etching his name in the rock, Hugo connects the rock with the act of writing, and in 

particular, ancient writing techniques on stone tables. A palimpsest that over time is 

altered and changes shape, but that nonetheless retains traces of its earlier form, the rock 

is a proverbial emblem of Hugo’s artistic identity. He is not the past, but rather holds 

within him the residue of the past. The poem’s formulation that the rock is a vestige of 

memory, however, works on the logic of absence. Put otherwise, in order for it to fulfill 

the role with which it has been tasked entails the artist’s nonexistence—he must die in 

order to be memorialized.   

It is through inscriptions in stone that creative genius and human knowledge lives 

on. However, in “Ceci tuera cela” from Notre Dame de Paris (1831), the narrator 

explains in what ways these hieroglyphics have become an outdated mode of expression 

incapable of keeping up with more modern forms of representation. The text’s digression 

illustrates why the invention of the printing press, the single greatest achievement of 

humankind, will necessarily replace archaic modes of expression for more durable 

techniques. Investigating the meaning of Archdeacon Claude Frollo’s observation that 

“Ceci tuera cela. Le livre tuera l’édifice” (OC IV.I 136), the narrator theorizes the 

shifting relationships between human thought, expression, and technologies. The “livre 
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de pierre” (architecture) will be dethroned by the “livre de papier” (book) not only 

because it is more cost-effective, impermeable, and democratic (“Un livre est sitôt fait, 

coûte si peu, et peut aller si loin!,” OC IV.I 143), but also because the course of history 

has shown that developments in the way a culture represents itself changes, as does the 

very materials it uses, based on the dominating ideas of a generation. Artistic forms are 

therefore historically variable. We are told that it is because the “bagage des souvenirs du 

genre humain devint si lourd et si confus” (OC IV.I 163) that la parole (or the spoken 

word) was replaced by architecture (visual), which will in turn be supplanted by the 

printed press (textual). However, the reassurance that a text could retain memory is 

undermined years later during Hugo’s exile when it is imagined through the 

kaleidoscopic imagery associated with the rock that is a symbol for the act of writing.   

Rather than protect against inevitable loss and erasure, the seemingly fixed rock is 

compared in Les Travailleurs to the airiness of clouds, prone to dissolution and continual 

shifts and transformations. They repeatedly change form and are phantasmagoric in 

nature, appearing differently from each new perspective and for each viewer: “Rien ne 

change de forme comme les nuages, si ce n’est les rochers” (OC XII.I 519). What is seen 

can never be trusted because the shapes and figures that first appear no sooner 

disintegrate than a new one appears. These petrified structures are really a “série de 

mirages” (519), pointing to Hugo’s Romantic notion of the propensity of the natural 

world to fade. Rather than signal immutability, the rocks are described as a perceptual 

illusion, open to indefinite variability and limitless interpretations. Their connection to 

both the natural world and as an allegory for writing certainly raises questions concerning 
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the fleeting nature of reality and the nature of representation. If forms of expression 

change with each generation, as Claude Frollo predicted, has writing too become 

outdated? The rock’s association with transitory clouds and unstable kaleidoscopes 

figures a crisis of representation in which, and here Brombert characterizes the 

problematics of the text best, “If writing itself is destined for effacement, if the book is 

doomed to deconstruction, what then is the text’s relationship to the “reality” it 

supposedly represents?” (165).  

The fading signifier etched in stone illustrates not only the gap between language 

and what it signifies, but also its failure to bring to life what it represents. It is this 

“unruliness of language,” (135) as Terdiman puts it, which characterizes the opening 

scene of the novel in which Déruchette writes Gilliatt’s name in the snow. In the opening 

chapter entitled “Un mot écrit sur une page blanche,” the whiteness of the snow explicitly 

suggests the white page and calls attention to the illusory signifier that will eventually 

disappear once it has melted.58 When Gilliatt revisits this same street at the end of the 

novel, unsurprisingly, the snow and his name are no longer visible, a striking emblem of 

the fragility of the textual signifier. The echo of this scene also implies Gilliatt’s desire to 

relive a moment in the past and his very inability to do so. His return to the same street is 

likewise a circular return to the novel’s beginning so that, as Brombert has illustrated, 

“The novel ends as it begins: with an effacement” (143). In doing so, the text 

                                                 
58 It’s also worth noting that many of the photographic albums assembled in Jersey and Guernsey were 

made by gluing printed photographs onto the white pages of a bound book. These albums will be explored 

in the next section in this chapter. 
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demonstrates an awareness of its illusiveness and elusiveness, addressing through its own 

undoing, the uneasy relationship between representation and the processes of memory.  

To become the past, for Hugo, meant becoming an evaporating trace in the snow 

or a disintegrating signifier etched in stone, in short, ceasing to exist like the text. Both 

the snow and stone share in common a connection to the natural world and can thus be 

understood as “natural” sites of memory. If what is written will be worn down and 

deformed with time like the natural elements, could an “artificial” site of memory 

preserve the past in ways that the written word cannot? Put otherwise, does a 

photograph’s material emanation of a past reality make it more apt to enhance memory, 

or for Hugo, does it share the same exilic fate? This is indeed an essential question to ask 

to better understand not only Hugo’s evolving aesthetics of representation within exile, 

but also that of a culture undergoing major transformations in its own conceptualization 

of history, memory, representation, and vision.  

 

THE “SOUVENIRS DE L’ABSENT” 

Thus far we have looked predominantly at photographs taken of the banished poet 

on the rocher des Proscrits as an example of Hugo’s performativity and re-imagining of 

the trope of exile. However, these “souvenirs de l’absent” (Hugo qtd. in Heilbrun and 

Molinari 102) also treat the interrelated issues of exile, place, and memory in 

photographs taken of the Islands and the other exiles living there. Nowhere is this made 

clearer than in the photo-collage “Souvenir de Marine Terrace” [fig. 2.13] that explicitly 
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calls attention to both the need to remember and the photograph’s task in doing so. 

Assembled by Charles Hugo as the frontispiece for the “Allix album,” a photographic 

album containing 123 photographs that pay tribute to Hugo’s friend and musician, 

Augustine Allix, the cover contains fifteen photographs that have been cut and waxed, as 

well as ink, watercolor, pencil, and gouache drawings set against a striking red 

background. Each photograph is again framed by decorative embellishments and features 

the Hugo family and landscape photographs of Jersey. And like the Hauteville House 

collage, the photographs are traceable to a specific moment in time and place. 

The multimedia frontispiece sets up a dialogue between different forms of representation, 

juxtaposing both word and image and hand-drawn and mechanical. At first glance, the 

images are memories of what took place at Marine Terrace and who was involved. They 

suggest that what follows in the album is a visual narrative of the experience of exile in 

Jersey. The text draws the viewer’s attention to the potential for a photograph to recall a 

moment from the past; it is a site of memory whereas the word “souvenir” itself signifies 

the act of memory.59 The collage is both a locus of memory, composed of different 

images and media, as well as a reflection on the very process of memory. Indeed, word 

and image come together, here, to provide not only a prompt for the viewer’s memory, 

but also foreground the urgency to remember. In this way, the “Allix album,” and the 

other photographs of and from exile are deeply personal and necessarily historical. 

 

                                                 
59 Jann Matlock has also concluded that the albums, and specifically the Allix album, have a double-

function “d’offir un récit potentiel d’une expérience commune de l’exil de Jersey et de charger du rôle de 

‘curateur’ le récipiendaire de la collection de ‘souvenirs’” (316). 
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Figure 2.13 Charles Hugo, Frontispiece for the Allix Album, Memory of Marine Terrace, 

c. 1856, Guernsey. Mixed Media.  

 
Upon closer examination, one can see that the words “Marine Terrace” are 

themselves composed of fragmented photographs of Hugo’s face, blurring the boundaries 

between the visual and the textual and suggesting like the rocher des Proscrits series that 

the poet embodies the place of his exile. His dismembered body trapped within the limits 

of the letters implies that Marine Terrace, his home in exile, is itself a kind of prison. 

Whereas the text traditionally naturalizes the photograph providing meaning for the 
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image that in turn illustrates what is written, in this photo-collage the fluidity between 

word and image reverses this hierarchy.60 Indeed, it is the photographs that form the very 

fabric of what is written, and moreover, it is Hugo himself that renders the words and 

images meaningful. If textual signifiers fade, as we have seen, do the photographs secure 

their permanence (and that of Hugo’s image) setting up a competitive relationship 

between the two media? Or does this stylistic juxtaposition indicate their interdependence 

and symbiosis where the act of remembrance is concerned?  

While an attempt to answer these questions would be futile, what is evident is that 

the use of different media highlights the object-quality of the photographs and frees the 

images from reaslim through their fragmentation and recontextualization. The textual 

interventions and painterly embellishments not only personalize the album, but produce 

hybrid objects that elevate the photographic image from simply a visual experience to 

one that is more object-based.61 The album itself was meant to be held, viewed, and 

flipped through, an idea illustrated in a photograph [fig. 2.14] of Madame Hugo and 

François-Victor viewing an album and engaged in the act of remembering. By  

 

                                                 
60 For a compelling l analysis of the historical relationship between the photographic image and the textual, 

see Carol Armstrong’s Scenes in a Library: Reading the Photograph in the Book.  
61 My reading of this photo-album as a hybrid object that is linked to memory is based largely on the work 

of Geoffrey Batchen in Forget Me Not (2004). 
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Figure 2.14 Charles Hugo or Auguste Vacquerie, Mme Victor Hugo and François-Victor 

looking at an album, 1853, Jersey. Daguerreotype. 

 

foregrounding the tactile quality of the photograph and the care that went into its 

production and presentation, the album cover calls attention to the image as a mnemonic 

device that, as Geoffrey Batchen has demonstrated, enhanced the memorial experience 

and ensured its afterlife. Yet the very desire to do so consequently points to an underlying 

anxiety of not only forgetting, but being forgotten (Batchen, Forget Me Not 47). It is the 

last bulwark against oblivion that carries with it the fear of effacement.    

The thirteen albums assembled in Jersey and Guernsey were given as gifts to 

family, friends, and other proscrits on the Islands. Many of the photographs re-appear in 

different albums and collages thanks to the collodion process that produced a negative 

image on a glass plate that could be reproduced indefinitely on salt-treated paper. Owing 

to the archival work of Jann Matlock, we know that the majority of the albums begin, 
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predictably, with a portrait of Hugo, reminding us of his claim that he himself “made” his 

photographic portraits on the rocher. So while it is difficult to know exactly who 

assembled the albums, they too are nonetheless imagined as the creative genius of the 

exiled artist. As Matlock explains, “C’est son exil, sa famille, son album, son histoire—

ou au moins l’histoire où il joue le rôle titre” (317). Serving a decorative, familial, and 

mnemonic function, the photo-collages and albums narrate a family history that features 

Hugo as the authorial patriarch.  

It also presents the fragmenting experience of exile as one that is both individual 

and shared beyond the limits of the Hugo family, an idea reinforced in the numerous 

portraits taken of the other exiles, including the Hungarian revolutionary, Sandor Téléki 

and supporter of the July Monarchy, General Le Flô. That the Hugo clan took 

photographs of other political exiles on the Islands and assembled their portraits in 

albums dedicated to the act of remembering is an essential element to Hugo’s 

understanding of memory as an ongoing historical process. It forms a collective memory 

out of the individual experiences of those excluded and suppressed by “official” histories, 

giving a first-hand account to their presence as witnesses, victims, and active participants 

in the sweeping political changes of the nineteenth century. It is a “documentary” project 

that constructs a counter-history and one that is politically subversive and revolutionary 

through a medium of preservation that gives voice, or in this case face, to those outside of 

history.62  

                                                 
62 My use of the term documentary takes from the work of art historian and critic T.J. Demos and does not 

imply that these photographs are objective and neutral documents, but rather that their aim was to 



 113 

Despite the political and even national differences of the bande des proscrits, 

some Socialist, others Orléanist, Royalist, and many devout Republican, these different 

national, social, and political groups share in common the present realities of exile, 

offering a transnational and transhistorical perspective of collective memory. This idea 

indeed falls in line with Hugo’s utopic vision of a République universelle in the form of 

the Etats-Unis d’Europe that would bring together different political and national 

identities under shared democratic goals.63 In keeping with his philosophy of 

universalism, the photographs thus incorporate and unify different identities and histories 

that cross boundaries in ways that resemble Michael Rothberg’s recent theory of 

“multidirectional memory” in which memory is an unfinished process of negotiation 

formed from the interaction of different, parallel histories rather than competitive 

memories vying for recognition.64 It is this understanding of memory that allows Hugo to 

look back nostalgically to the Revolution, fostering a meaningful parallel between his 

exile and that of Napoleon’s years prior.  

The photographs as sites of memory seem to take part in this dynamism, 

presenting different narratives of exile through recurrent images that are placed in 

different orders, juxtapositions, and contexts. They too are unfinished and dynamic, open 

to multiple valences that are just as shifting and fluctuating in meaning as the past reality 

                                                                                                                                                 
construct, through artistic representation, an alternative “reality.” See his essay “Sites of Collective 

Counter-Memory” on the site Animate Projects (2012).  
63 In his address to the Congrès du Paix on 21 August 1849, Hugo outlines his ideas on universalism and 

the need to unify the different nations of Europe under the Etats-Unis d’Europe. See William 

VanderWorlk. 
64 See Michael Rothberg (2009). Rothberg sees multidirectional memory as an alternative to 

understandings of memory as conflicting and competitive. 
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it allegedly embalms. As an object of remembrance and dedicated to the act of 

remembering, the photograph is, like the motif of the rock, also prone to alterations, 

manipulations, and ultimately fades with time. If “creation,” as Brombert writes, 

“remains a project” (161), so too is memory a work in progress. And if these “souvenirs 

de l’absent” give the illusion of stasis they do so with the hope of permanence in perhaps 

the most poetic of forms, a re-incarnation.   

 

CONCLUSION: MODERNIZING ROMANTICISM            

 After the dissolution of the National Assembly, Hugo first fled to Brussels where he 

organized the auctioning of the family’s belongings in Paris. The sale was so poorly 

managed that it marked, as Graham Robb explains, “the closing-sale of Romanticism” 

that had been “dragged into the modern world and stamped with bargain-basement 

prices” (312). But on a more personal level, for Hugo, the loss of these “objets auxquels 

s’était empreinte votre vie” (OC VIII.I 536), signaled the dismantling of his own life. 

Invested with personal meaning and history, he grieved the hawking of his possessions 

that were “la forme visible des souvenirs” (536) for they marked the loss of memories, 

and in doing so, a loss of identity. This notion that material objects were imprinted with 

meaning beyond their surface reality also informs Hugo’s engagement with photography 

and in what ways his Romantic vision is not so incompatible with the modern world and 

vice versa. His modernization of Romanticism reconfigures the trope of exile within the 

realities of the Second Empire and does so through a medium that epitomized modernity, 
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progress, and the rising commodity and positivist cultures. Yet the photographs he staged 

and posed for demonstrate that, for Hugo, the mechanical apparatus held poetic power 

and that despite a photograph’s indexical relationship to the material world, it could 

capture an artistic vision and invisible realities.  

If Romanticism mourns the loss of the past and scorns the ephemerality of 

modernity by choosing self-alienation, Hugo demonstrates in what ways the past is never 

wholly lost, but can, and should, be used to re-build for the future. As he says, one must 

“reconstruit avec de la destruction” (OC XII.I 537). And this is essentially what he does 

in his re-imagining of the rock in his photographs and in Les Travailleurs de la mer as a 

symbol of exile, artistic identity, and site of memory in which the past, the absent, and the 

exiled, are made present. Exile, both real and imagined, thus provides a frame around 

which Hugo constructs his artistic identity and desire for lasting fame so that even in 

isolation, he is nevertheless visible. Hugo ultimately uses the dislocations of exile to 

question Romantic concepts and aesthetics of identity, representation, and memory at a 

time when they were undergoing massive alterations within his own life and that of 

France. His photographs, in particular, are a response to these crises and illustrate how 

one écrivain-photographe who romanticized about exile represented it through different 

media before and during his proscription. They narrate a close-up account of his life in 

exile that competes with dominant discourses that have labeled him a traitor to France 

and instead re-cast his image within its past, so that by inscribing his body within a 

historical moment and site embedded within nineteenth-century France’s exilic memory, 

Hugo contests his “out-of-placeness.”  
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Chapter 2: Between Presence and Absence: Picturing Space and Place 

in the Photographs and Writing of Emile Zola  

 
“Je ne sais pas un mot d’anglais, je suis tombé là, comme séparé des hommes, 

dans un monde lointain.”  

 

—Emile Zola, Pages d’exil (18 July 1898)  

 

INTRODUCTION: THE AFTERLIFE OF EXILE 

Like Victor Hugo who actively engaged with photography during his 

proscription, within days of Emile Zola’s arrival in Britain, he acquired a small 2.9 x 3.9 

cm handheld camera brought to him from France by friend and artist Fernand Desmoulin. 

During his eleven-month exile, he took nearly 600 pictures of his new surroundings. 

Several of these photographs recall those of Hugo’s on the Anglo-Norman islands, as 

seen in this photograph [fig. 3.1] of Surrey Road that highlights themes of alienation, 

placelessness and solitude. Taken in Weybridge near “Penn” house where he would stay 

from 1–27 August 1898, Zola captures the emptiness and vastness of the British 

landscape. Not a soul in sight, the open road extending to the background of the image 

suggests a long and lonely journey, populated only by the trees who cast blurry shadows 

on the ground. In his journal from exile, Zola describes this scene “like something of a 

fairytale,” writing that “The clumps of trees stand out, delicately coloured. It’s the  
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Figure 3.1 Emile Zola, View of Surrey Road, 1898–1899, Weybridge. Photograph. 

 

haziness and the quivering of the Elysian Fields, a dream of unending gentleness and 

melancholy” (Notes from Exile 48).65 Both peaceful and gloomy, Zola’s language is 

reminiscent of the romantic hero’s suffering from mal du siècle narratives who is 

simultaneously tortured and comforted by his desolate surroundings.   

Imagining the view from “Penn” as the Elysian Fields, a mythological place 

reserved as the final resting place for heroic souls, the photograph also visualizes an 

                                                 
65 This excerpt from Zola’s notes is taken from Dorothy Spiers’ English translation of Pages d’exil. Unlike 

the French edition that stops at 5 August 1899, the translated edition’s last entry is dated Tuesday, 23 

August to Friday, 21 October. The recently published English translation also includes a foreword written 

by Captain Glen Vizetelly James, as well as forty-eight photographs taken by Zola during his exile. Both 

editions will be used in this chapter and will be cited in either English or French, as well as noted 

parenthetically with either the English or French title, to signal the source.  



 118 

image of Zola’s exile that mirrors in many ways Hugo’s portraits on the rocher des 

Proscrits. Bringing to mind images of deserted islands and rocky bluffs that permeate 

Romantic literature and visual culture as a locus of artist genius, in Greek mythology, the 

Elysian Fields are said to lie on the edges of the Earth, either by the stream of Okeanos or 

in some cases, islands off the cost of the western ocean. A place of isolation for only 

those deemed worthy by the gods, Elysium equally connotes marginalization and 

exclusivity as it did with Romantic-era ideals of genius. Still, despite similarities between 

the imagery in this photograph and Hugo’s rocher des Proscrits series, one striking 

difference must not be overlooked. Whereas Hugo repeatedly inscribes his body within 

the space of his exile, both in relation to the iconography of the island and in the words 

signifying Marine Terrace, as we saw in the previous chapter, in Zola’s photographs from 

exile he remains conspicuously absent. 

Both images of displacement, Zola’s photograph of Surrey Road also distills a 

sense of nonexistence, marked by death in its association with the afterlife that is 

reproduced formally in the photograph as a genre. As theorist Siegfried Kracauer 

explains, “It [photography] represents what is utterly past and yet this refuse was once the 

present … the image wanders ghostlike through the present…. We are contained in 

nothing and photography assembles fragments around a nothing” (430-431). The 

absence/presence of both exile and photography thus finds perfect expression in the 

metaphor of the Elysian Fields. The image also brings to mind associations with Paris 

and les Champs Elysées, connecting Zola’s photograph of the British landscape to the 

French capital back home. Though clearly not a recognizable picture of an urban space, 
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this photograph does, however, convey the alienating experience of modern life linked to 

mid- and late-nineteenth-century representations of Paris that is bursting at the seams 

with people, but where the flâneur-artiste is nonetheless alone in the crowd. This 

confusion between congestion and isolation is made clear by Baudelaire in his prose 

poem “Les Foules” (1869): “Multitude, solitude: termes égaux et convertibles pour le 

poète actif et fécond. Qui ne sait pas peupler sa solitude, ne sait pas non plus être seul 

dans une foule affairée” (31). The inability to navigate and conquer the city and its 

crowds in cultural production during this time reflected the transformation of familiar 

structures of space and place and modes of social interaction that signified, as Suzanne 

Nash notes, “physical homelessness accompanied [by] spiritual loneliness” (9). 

While the Surrey Road photograph is reminiscent of the lived and psychosomatic 

experience of Paris as it was imagined in cultural production, the image differs 

significantly from Zola’s own photographs of the French capital. Rather than illustrate a 

displacement or absenting of self, the author’s photographs of Paris underscore his 

mastery of the urban space. In images of the 1900 Exposition Universelle taken the year 

after his return home, Zola repeatedly photographs the Champ-de-Mars gardens from the 

heights of the Eiffel Tower. This high-angle shot of the Château d’Eau and the Palace of 

Electricity [fig. 3.2], for example, conveys his ocular command as he gazes down on the 

urban landscape below. It is an image that shows his attention to composition and 

perspective by using the beams of the iron structure to create a mise en abyme of frames. 

A photograph is, by its very nature, framed by the space allocated through the lens of the 

camera; however, here, Zola uses both the camera apparatus and a “natural” frame 
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existing within the space of the image to make more defined his own vision of Paris. If 

Zola cannot change what the camera sees, he can certainly select, frame, and compose a 

view in such a way as to fashion his own narrative, using the structures of the external  

 

 

Figure 3.2 Emile Zola, View of the Château d’Eau and the Palace of Electricity from the 

Eiffel Tower, 1900, Paris. Photograph. 

 

world to provide artistic emphasis. From this perspective, and together with the inclusion 

of an extra, off-centered frame, Zola affirms himself as the viewing subject, proclaiming 

that the artist’s eye and choice of a specific moment in time and space still exist even in 

photography. In visual terms the photograph captures what Zola would call 

“tempérament” in his definition of a work of art as “un coin de la création vu à travers un 

tempérament” (emphasis mine, OC X 20). Though Zola is removed from the scene taking 
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place below, an effort perhaps at objective detachment, his authorial presence is 

nevertheless palpable.  

In comparing Zola’s photographs taken in France before and after his departure 

with those taken in Britain during his exile, the images demonstrate a different 

relationship to space and place that highlights Zola’s absence in front of the camera. 

Though the photographs Zola took in Britain recall those that he took and would take in 

France in the recurrent images of trains, bicycles, streets, and his family, as well as 

repeated compositions as we will see, Zola is not once pictured in exile. Partly out of 

necessity, for fear of being seen, Zola’s absence in front of the camera during his exile 

nevertheless conveys his own feelings of erasure and imprisonment that he expresses in 

the Pages d’exil, a journal that he intended to publish in order to recount “les échos 

tragiques qui retentissaient en moi, à chaque dépêche désastreuse de France, tout ce qui 

évoquait loin de la patrie, les faits et les personnages, dans la complète solitude où je 

m’étais muré” (La Vérité en marche 12).66 In these entries, as in his photographs, Zola 

communicates his absence, self-identifying with Stendhal’s Fabrice from La Chartreuse 

de Parme (1839), the idealistic protagonist who is repeatedly imprisoned and accused of 

being a spy in his attempt to fight for the outlawed Napoleon. Though never fully 

realized, his journal is told through a constructed narrative voice and sheds light on the 

destabilizing effects that exile had on the author and in what ways his artistic production 

responded both directly and indirectly to this upheaval in his life.  

                                                 
66 In the preface to La Vérité en marche, Zola describes his plan to publish the Pages d’Exil, noting that 

this project would most likely not be realized. As he writes: “Mais ce sont des désirs, des projets 

simplements, et il est bien possible que ni les circonstances ni la vie ne me permettent de les réaliser” (13). 
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Unlike Victor Hugo’s well-publicized proscription, Zola’s self-imposed exile was 

a clandestine flight from France in order to evade a prison sentence. The author and 

fervent supporter of Alfred Dreyfus was forced to leave his home after he was found 

guilty of defamation and libel for his famous letter to Félix Faure, President of the Third 

Republic. Published on 13 January 1898 in L’Aurore, in the letter, Zola openly criticizes 

the French government and denounces its corruption and anti-Semitism. Urged by 

concerned friends to leave immediately following his sentencing, Zola fled France on the 

evening of 18 July 1898, arriving the following morning in London where he would stay 

for nearly a year aided by the family of his friend and English translator, Ernest Vizetelly. 

In order to protect his anonymity, Zola adopted a series of disguises, including the 

pseudonym Monsieur Pascal, one of the characters from the Rougon-Macquart series 

(1871-1893), who, like the naturalist author, championed his faith in scientific progress. 

Fearful of being discovered, Zola was also forced to continually relocate while in hiding, 

moving further away from the British capital into the more remote countryside where he 

would go undetected from the public eye.67  

If Zola had been a celebrated and illustrious face in French popular culture before 

the Dreyfus Affair, the highly mediatized event contributed to his already prominent 

visibility. “Even before the Dreyfus Affair,” as Dorothy Spiers observes, “barely a day 

went by without Zola’s name being mentioned in some context or another on the front 

page of at least one of the Paris dailies: when his pet dog went missing in 1892, Le 

                                                 
67 The locations in which Zola stayed are listed, here, chronologically: Oatlands Park Hotel in Weybridge 

from 22 July 1898 – 1 August 1898; Penn in Weybridge from 1 August – 27 August 1898; Summerfield in 

Addlestone from 27 August – 10 October 1898; and the remaining eight months in Upper Norwood near 

the Crystal Palace.  



 123 

Figaro carried the announcement on the front page” (4). However, once in Britain, Zola 

was removed from the world of Paris and the public scrutiny he faced in the French 

capital. Zola reflects on this change in his notes from exile, writing that “Personne au 

monde ne me savait là que quelques bons amis fidèles…. Cela me changeait un peu de 

Paris, où, depuis cinq mois, je ne pouvais pas faire un pas, sans être reconnu et insulté” 

(30). Colin Burns has suggested that Zola’s social absence offered a “certain charme” (4 

n. 5) for the author because it offered the possibility to live his life outside the watchful 

public eye. Zola’s anonymity in Britain could therefore distance him from the restraints 

of public decorum and the unrest plaguing Third-Republic France in the wake of the 

political scandal.  

When Zola’s mistress, Jeanne Rozerot, and their children came to visit in the 

summer of 1898 and spring of 1899, the author’s friends warned him that French spies 

could not only reveal his hiding place, but also that his unusual “situation” with Jeanne 

would serve as further ammunition against his already jeopardized character.
68

 Zola’s 

response to these concerns is telling and speaks to the potential liberty he saw while away 

from his homeland. In a letter to Fernand Desmoulin from 13 August 1898, Zola writes 

that:  

Je vous remercie de me témoigner vos craintes sur le séjour de Jean et des enfants 

ici, avec moi. Mais tout ce que vous vous êtes dit, je me le suis dit à moi-même, 

voici longtemps déjà. Et vous ne savez pas pourquoi j’ai passé outre? C’est parce 

que je m’en fous! J’en ai assez, j’en ai assez, j’en ai assez! Mon devoir est rempli, 

et je demande qu’on me fiche la paix. Et cette paix, je saurai bien la prendre moi-

même, si l’on ne veut pas me la donner…. J’ai assez songé aux autres, mon bon 

                                                 
68 See excerpts of letters from Ernest Vizetelly and Fernand Desmoulin to Zola explaining their concern in 

the Introduction to Notes from Exile, translated in English by Dorothy Spiers (13-14).  
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ami, je vous répète que je considère mon rôle public comme fini, et je suis décidé 

à ne plus songer qu’aux miens à moi. (Correspondance IX 258-59)69 

 

Here, Zola exclaims that he willingly casts off his public duty and that, in exile, he is only 

concerned about himself and his loved ones. Whereas exile was an opportunity to 

reinforce Victor Hugo’s role in the literary and political establishment, a welcomed mark 

of martyrdom that reassured his enduring legacy in France’s collective imagination, for 

Zola, exile was seemingly an opportunity to divorce his high-profile public image from 

his private life, allowing him to focus his efforts on the latter. “Fuyant l’auréole de martyr 

qu’on n’aurait pas manqué de lui accorder,” as Burns observes, “Zola préférait s’effacer” 

(4 n. 5), suggesting a desire on the part of the author to remove himself from the public 

realm. 

 Indeed, Zola welcomed the independence his absence provided and the potential 

creative space that would allow him, finally, to return to work: “Je suis tout heureux de 

ma tâche, en me disant que, si l’on me laisse tranquille, je donnerai peut-être ici un bon 

coup de collier. Voilà onze mois que j’ai terminé mon dernier roman, Paris” (Pages 

d’exil 45). Because “la monstreuse affaire” had robbed him of his life and work for nearly 

a year, in Britain, Zola was eager to find the peace and solitude necessary for writing:  

I’m fed up—I’ve done my duty, I only want one thing—to get back to work in 

peace and quiet. If I have to, I’ll live here—I’ll live somewhere else—in any quiet 

corner of the world, and I’ll continue to work. This will be another way to love 

and serve a country which is now dishonoured by a gang of despicable 

wrongdoers, whose names will go down in history. (Notes from Exile 58-59)  

 

                                                 
69 In the Pages d’exil, Zola never refers to Jeanne for fear that Alexandrine would discover his relationship 

with her. He instead uses the code name “Jean” to refer to her in his correspondence.  
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Renouncing his public obligation and his ties to Third-Republic France, in exile, Zola 

could write what he wanted, thereby continuing to serve France from afar. His social and 

political absence thus offered artistic freedom for the author who believed that he had 

fought so tirelessly for the glory of France through his pen: “Je ne valais que par la 

plume, et c’est la plume seule qui a combattu” (Pages d’exil 45).  

 Still, in reading his journal entries, an image of Zola as a self-described victim for 

France emerges, punctuated with an often ambivalent and at times contemptuous attitude 

towards his native land. In an article written during his exile in L’Aurore entitled 

“Justice,” Zola imagines his exile as a necessary and revolutionary sacrifice in which, 

“cédant à des nécessités de tactique, écoutant les frères d’armes qui menaient avec moi la 

même bataille, pour l’honneur de la France, j’ai dû m’arracher à tout ce que j’aimais, à 

toutes mes habitudes de cœur et d’esprit ... ce brusque départ a été sûrement le plus cruel 

sacrifice qu’on eût exigé de moi, ma suprême immolation à la cause” (1). It becomes 

clear that Zola’s “conviction de souffrir pour la France,” as Burns puts it, “représente la 

conscience meurtrie de la nation” (Preface 9). Portraying himself as both a soldier 

fighting for a better, honorable France, Zola’s militarized language fashions himself a 

victim to forces outside of his control, constructing his artistic identity via Romantic 

tropes of suffering and marginalization.  

Though the absence of exile presented an occasion to return to his creative 

endeavors, the uprooting experience also greatly disturbed his ability to work. In Britain, 

Zola felt the full weight of his estrangement, cut off from the world and forced away 

from the familiarity of his home and homeland: 
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Moi qui a l’horreur du voyageur, qui suis un sédentaire presque maniaque, à l’aise 

uniquement dans mes vieilles habitudes, je n’ai pas du tout le sens de l’étranger, 

je m’y trouve horriblement dépaysé, en proie au malaise de tout ce nouveau que je 

ne comprends pas et qui me choque. (Pages d’exil 28) 

 

A stranger in a country in which he didn’t speak the language and with no one to talk to, 

Zola’s descriptions of living in Britain point to a process of defamiliarization resulting 

from the “séparation brusque” and “la blessure inguérissable” (Pages d’exil 27, 44) that 

he suffered. Characterizing himself as a sedentary homebody comfortable only in his 

normal habits, Zola makes it clear that he does not find pleasure in the disjunctions of 

travel and the unfamiliar experience of difference it occasions. Indeed, the biggest 

offense for Zola was the accusation lodged against him by his enemies that he was a 

foreigner to France: “Pour m’injurier, on m’appelle “l’étranger. Ah! grand Dieu! que ces 

gens sont bêtes et savent peu ce qu’ils disent” (28-29). In Britain, Zola was forced to see 

himself as a foreigner and consequently grappled with the estrangement his newfound 

freedom occasioned. As Julia Kristeva explains, “Free of ties with his own people, the 

foreigner feels ‘completely free.’ Nevertheless, the consummate name of such a freedom 

is solitude…. Available, freed of everything, the foreigner has nothing, he is nothing” 

(12). This tension between the exile’s freedom and unbearable nothingness is epitomized 

in the Surrey road photograph.  

Believing his life’s work a service to France in ways that connect his artistic 

selfhood to his national identity and the integrity of his public image, Zola registers his 

exile as a form of loss that challenges his subjecthood: “Si je ne travaille pas, si je ne me 

remets pas à ma tâche quotidienne, je sens que je vais tomber dans une noire 
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hypocondrie. Seulement pourrai-je me retrouver, pourrai-je travailler, hanté comme je le 

suis, courbaturé par les événements, dans l’attente continuelle de nouveaux ennuis?” 

(emphasis mine, Pages d’exil 44). Rather than stimulate his creativity, the disorienting 

trauma of exile detached him from what he described as “la force des liens qui attachent 

l’homme aux lieux où il vit” (Pages d’exil 43). Exile thus severed Zola from spaces of 

belonging, forcing him to face not only the foreignness of his surroundings, but his own 

“strangeness” as a political exile. Defined by Kristeva as “the moment when the citizen-

individual ceases to consider himself as unitary and glorious but discovers his 

incoherences and abysses, in short his ‘strangeness’” (2), away from France, Zola 

experiences the discomfort of his displacement that deeply troubles his sense of artistic 

selfhood. Worried that he would be unable to get back to work and unable to produce 

anything, Zola thus fears that he may never find himself again. 

Zola was in fact very productive during his exile both as a photographer and a 

writer. In addition to the photographs he claimed to take everywhere, Zola also 

completed Angéline (1898), a short story about a haunted house inspired by a home he 

saw (and photographed) in Oatlands Chase, Surrey, as well as Fecondité (1899), the first 

novel of Les Quatres Evangiles series that he would never complete upon his return to 

Paris. Both of these texts mark a departure from Zola’s theories of Naturalism that began 

with Trois Villes (1893-1898), a three-novel series that interrogates the place of religion 

in modern society. While the Rougon-Macquart novels have generated a large amount of 

scholarship on Zola and his naturalist aesthetics of representation, these later novels and 
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the author’s engagement with and theories on photography are deserving of more critical 

attention.  

References to Zola’s practice of photography have thus far read these images as a 

mere extension of his naturalist writing, at best, or as simply the product of a private 

hobby taken up at the end of his career.70 Because Zola’s photographic subjects are taken 

from “life, life as it is,” his photographs have consequently been labeled “realism-

naturalism” or the “witnessing of the real” (Harmant 540, 535). In an article written for a 

1967 edition of the French magazine Paris Match, for example, Pierre Champalle equates 

Zola’s photographs with his writing, coming to the following conclusion: “Ses photos, 

comme ses déscriptions, sont d’une vérité saissante” (72). Yet, as Leo Braudy warns, by 

reducing Zola’s photography to simply an illustration of the experimental method in 

visual works of art, critics overlook how these stylized photographs “remain things in 

themselves, related to his novels only in complement or analogy, not as sources or 

correctives” (73). Not only is Zola’s work as an écrivain-photographe a lacuna in Zola 

scholarship, these images’ apparent impartiality rests on the belief that a photograph is 

defined solely by its referential qualities, undermining the role of the artist in its 

production.  

                                                 
70 Unlike the majority of scholars, Jean Loize comes to the conclusion that Zola’s photographs are an 

“œuvre d’artiste” and raises the following question: “Faut-il s’étonner que ces photographies, à peu près 

ignorées, nous révèlent un Zola beaucoup plus artiste que ne le laisse supposer sa légende?” See his article 

brief, but insightful article, “Émile Zola Photographe” published in Arts et métiers graphiques (1935): 31-

35. The special issue of Les Cahiers Naturalistes, “Zola en images,” published following a conference 

organized by Alain Pagès in October 1990, offers groundbreaking scholarship on Zola’s photography. The 

essays included in the issue focus on the relationship between the author’s theories on Naturalism and his 

practice of photography,or lack thereof, highlighting the documentary quality of his images on the one 

hand, and the intimate nature of his family portraits on the other.  
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Examining Zola’s engagement with photography, paying particular attention to 

the photographs he took before his exile and those he took while in Britain provides a 

lens for understanding in what ways Zola’s displacement from France challenged and 

shaped his artistic identity. In this chapter, I first analyze how the camera functions as a 

trope for naturalist representation in Zola’s art criticism. Though he initially aligns 

photographic realism with the objectives of Naturalism, his own picture-making reveals a 

more nuanced relationship with photography. Secondly, I look more closely at the 

dynamics of space and place as signifiers of presence and absence, focusing primarily on 

images “at home” and of Paris in Zola’s photographs and in his writing. By comparing 

photographs taken for two photo-albums, one a family album made by Zola in 1897 and 

dedicated to Jeanne Rozerot, and the other, “l’album d’exil” intended to be published 

upon his return, I analyze Zola’s differing relationship to space and place as a form of 

self-expression. Simiarly, the contrast I find in representations of Paris in La Curée 

(1872), a novel of Second-Empire France written before Zola’s exile with those in 

Fécondité (1899) helps us read what is at stake in the latter utopian novel’s treatment of 

reproduction and procreativity. As I show, in Zola’s fiction, Paris becomes the epicenter 

of absence; however, in what ways and what this means changes with his shift in focus 

from the Second Empire to that of Third-Republic France. Though the late novel reflects 

the Third Republic’s quest for legitimacy and fertility in the face of its perceived lack 

thereof, understood within the context of Zola’s exile, the text also reveals the author’s 

anxiety over his ability to socially and creatively reproduce. Ultimately, I argue that 
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Zola’s representations of exile confront the paradoxes of presence and absence that, 

mirrored in the photographic image, express loss.  

 

ZOLA AND PHOTOGRAPHY: THE ULTIMATE MATERIALIZATION 

Before naturalist author Emile Zola began taking his own pictures, photography 

served as a metaphor for defining his literary project and the value of art that was “true-

to-life” and focused outward on social realities. Reacting to the idealized, and therefore 

“flawed,” aesthetics of Romanticism that privileged individuality and interiority, Zola 

valorized an empirical method based largely on the positivist writings of leading 

nineteenth-century physiologist Claude Bernard and critic Hippolyte Taine that, along 

with attention to la race and le moment, placed modern subjects in their milieu. The 

camera came to stand as a fitting metaphor for this aesthetic and philosophical shift from 

interiority to the external world and served as a model for vision and the visual that 

wasn’t located in the corporeality (and thus subjectivity) of the observer. Indeed, for Zola 

and other nineteenth-century authors including Honoré de Balzac, photographic realism 

legitimized the truth-telling mission of their work rooted in the seemingly transparent 

evidence of material phenomena.  

In his theoretical treatise on the novel, “Le Roman expérimental” (1880) as well 

as  in his art criticism, Zola describes naturalist aesthetics through the image of the 

camera, suggesting that these modern painters and authors represented life with the same 

attention to observing subjects within space as the mechanical apparatus. In “Le Roman 
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experimental,” for example, Zola calls the naturalist writer “le photographe des 

phenomènes” (OC X 1178), drawing a parallel between the novelists’ pen and the 

mechanisms of the camera apparatus. The photographic language in Zola’s art criticism 

also indicates the importance of photographic forms of observation in painting. For Zola, 

by venturing outside of the studio and placing subjects under the light of the sun, 

Impressionism shared a common vision with Naturalism. He expresses appreciation of 

Impressionism and those artists who aspire “sans doute, avant tout à transmettre 

l’impression exacte … à la saisir et à la transmettre immédiatement” (Mon Salon 278). 

Though representation is necessarily mediated through the artist, as Zola concedes, 

“l’écran réaliste” is nonetheless as transparent and impartial as a photographic glass plate: 

“L’Ecran réaliste est un simple verre à vitre, très mince, très clair, et qui a la prétention 

d’être si parfaitement transparent que les images le traversent et se reproduisent ensuite 

dans leur réalité” (OC I 74).  

While Zola initially sets up a parallel between Naturalism and photographic 

realism, he also complicates the analogy between these competing modes of 

representation in order to assert the novel’s autonomy from photography: “Un reproche 

bête qu’on nous fait, à nous autres écrivains naturalistes, c’est de vouloir être uniquement 

des photographes” (OC X 1180). Here, Zola points to the potential shortcomings of 

photography as lacking room for experimentation and originality on the part of the artist. 

For Zola, a work of art is comprised of two elements: “l’élément réel, qui est la nature, et 

l’élément individuel, qui est l’homme” (Mon Salon 60). While the natural world is, in 

theory, an observable fixed reality, the individuality of the artist produces a work of art 
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that is mutable. Without the temperament of the artist, “tous les tableaux devraient être 

forcément de simples photographies” (60), bringing to mind Champfleury’s parable in 

“La Légende du daguerréotype.” If Zola elsewhere suggests that photography models the 

unmediated observation essential to Naturalism, he nevertheless proposes that 

photography is inherently limited because it does not allow room for experimentation, 

which he defines in terms of artistic intervention on the part of the artist. In this 

formulation, artistic agency is not possible in photomechanical processes and thus a 

photograph does not achieve the status of an art. Be that as it may, Zola’s early 

ambivalence and inconsistent views on photography could simply be theoretical 

posturing—a desire to privilege verbal representation in the face of new, and potentially 

more real, forms of visual representation. By acknowledging the similarities but insiting 

on the differences, Zola also reponds to the myriad contemporary critics who compared 

Realism and Naturalism to photography in dismissive ways.  

This certainly seems plausible given that Zola did not actually begin practicing 

photography until eight years after the publication of “Le Roman expérimental.” Leo 

Braudy has persuasively suggested that the ambiguities and “distrust of certain aspects of 

the naturalistic method” (73) apparent in Zola’s early manifesto perhaps stimulated his 

interest in photography. Whether or not this is true, it is indeed significant given the 

author’s longstanding interest in visual arts that he turned to a medium that allegedly 

challenged the role of the artist in re-defining the real. In a 1900 interview with British 

newspaper, The King, Zola explains the perceptual primacy of photographic images, 

stating that: “A mon avis, vous ne pouvez pas dire que vous avez vu quelque chose à fond 
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si vous n’en avez pas pris une photographie révélant un tas de détails qui, autrement, ne 

pourraient même pas être discerné” (qtd. in Emile-Zola and Massin 11). The author’s 

rather hyperbolic assertion that the photographic medium allows one to truly see 

something “à fond” proposes that photography is a mode of seeing and representing that 

captures subjects in concrete and detailed ways, providing a direct experience of the 

world. For Zola, the referential qualities of photography, seemingly transparent and 

credible materialized the world in unprecedented ways that, in the nineteenth century, 

created confusion between art and life, representation and reality, and ultimately begging 

the question of where “realism” is located and how to best represent it.  

Zola’s passion for photography demonstrates his interest in new forms of 

representation, technology, and image-making.71 It is perhaps unsurprising then that Zola 

came to be a prolific photographer after the summer of 1888 when he met Victor Billaud, 

a writer, editor, and journalist, who first introduced him to photomechanical processes. 

Although Zola was already very familiar with the medium (Zola’s close group of friends 

included famed photographers such as Nadar, Etienne Carjat and Pierre Petit) and one of 

the most photographed authors of the nineteenth century, it was not until 1894 that he 

began taking his own pictures. In this short time, however, Zola took roughly six-

thousand photographs. Most of the subject-matter in his photographs features everyday 

scenes from his surrounding milieu, including, for example, images of his family at home 

                                                 
71 It is important to mention here that Zola also produced a number of croquis or preliminary sketches for 

his novels in the Rougon-Macquart series. Often, these drawings map out spaces and scenes in the novels, 

some that were commissioned by Zola. While many of these sketches show Zola’s metilicous research of 

space and place and appear like blueprints, the majority have a spontaneous, unfinished, and fragmentary 

quality that requires what Olivier Lumbroso describes as “un supplément imaginaire” (313). For more on 

these drawings, see Lumbroso. 
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and during vacation, trains near his home in Medan, the 1897 and 1900 Exposition 

Universelle in Paris, and photographs taken during his exile in Britain from 1898-1899. 

Fascinated by the process as well as the final product of photography, Zola 

experimented with developing his own negatives in the darkrooms he installed in both of 

his homes in France. He also used different developing papers to test aesthetic effects, as 

well as innovative camera angles and sizing formats, including the unusual 3.5x12 

inches, all of which point to an interest in framing and perspective as central to the 

photographic image. His invention of the déclencheur, a remote controlled shutter release 

system that allowed him to photograph himself and groups at long distances signals an 

interest in positionality and self-reflection. Zola’s collection of camera equipment 

included over ten different cameras, many the latest models available, including a Kodak 

Panoramic released in 1889 and a Vest Pocket Camera from 1902. In keeping with his 

Naturalist concern for “le moment,” Zola also photographed in all seasons and weather 

conditions and even took several rare night-time photographs of the 1900 Exposition 

Universelle.  

While Zola’s photographs show individuals engaged in their daily lives and 

record events in both his family’s and France’s history, a quick scan of these images 

makes it clear that his engagement with photography went beyond a mere bourgeois-

household hobby and that it instead offered the Naturalist author the opportunity to 

experiment with both the conceptual and the material aspects of representing “the real.” 

Though Zola suggested in 1880 that photography is inherently limited because it does not 

leave room for artistic agency, his attention to composition and framing in his own 
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photographs in the decades to follow surpasses the tenets of “pure” naturalistic 

observation or documentation, illustrating deliberate artistic intent and an acute 

awareness of the aestheticized potential of photographs to serve rhetorical purposes. In 

describing his “souvenirs visuels,” Zola demonstrates the material excess of photographic 

images, writing that "Quand j’évoque les objets que j’ai vus, je les revois tels qu’ils sont 

réellement avec leurs lignes, leurs formes, leurs couleurs, leurs odeurs et leurs sons. C’est 

une matérialisation à outrance, le soleil qui les éclairait m’éblouit presque" (qtd. in 

Emile-Zola and Massin 9). In the sections that follow, I compare photographs taken by 

Zola in France with those he took of Britain during his exile. Both sets of images were 

made expressly for photo-albums and, as I will show, provide a crucial lens for 

understanding the role that photography played in Zola’s on-going self-representation and 

the construction of his artistic identity during exile. 

  

SPACES OF BELONGING: THE FAMILY ALBUM 

In the summer of 1897, a year before Zola’s exile, he took a series of family 

portraits of his children at the family’s home in Verneuil. Several of these photographs  

were arranged and assembled in a private family album [fig. 3.3] entitled “Denise and 

Jacques, Une Histoire Vraie.” Like many family albums displayed inside bourgeois 

homes during this time, Zola’s has a leather cover embossed in gold lettering. The 

precious gold clasp highlights the intimate nature of the album whose pages of 

photographs would be flipped through, held, and gazed upon by present and future family 
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members. A letter, included with the album from the author to Jeanne Rozerot, Zola’s 

mistress and the mother of their two children, dedicates it to her as a private gift.72 

Though not intended for the public, this album of photographs that Zola took of his 

family informs our understanding of the naturalist author’s lesser-known engagement 

with visual art. It demonstrates a process of personal and artistic interaction between Zola 

and the photographs, and the family history the images seek to convey. 

From the cover, Zola reveals his faith in the authenticity of photographic 

representation—its ability to provide an exact, material trace of the external world. 

Indeed, the album’s title explicitly alludes to a “true” story, illustrating Zola’s often 

touted dedication to quasi-scientific writing. Yet, here, the narrative is told through 

photography, a medium that was in many ways perceived as a threat to nineteenth-

century literature and art, specifically its claims to realism on the one hand, and beauty on 

the other. Equally important to note is the presence of Zola’s name on the album cover 

that asserts authorship for the story that the photographs narrate. This is a significant 

choice given debates during this time concerning the mechanic neutrality of the camera 

whose documentary capability challenged (male) artistic authorship. Photography, as 

Ballerini observes, “presented its own particular issues of lineage and legitimacy, 

unsettling previous criteria for the value of visual representation” (54). The so-called 

light-writing made from chemically treated plates exposed to the sun’s rays rendered the 

                                                 
72 The hand-written dedication reads: “A ma bien aimée Jeanne, je dédie cet album des photographies que 

j’ai faites de nos chers enfants, Denise et Jacques, dans leur jardin de Verneuil, de juin à septembre 1897” 

(qtd. in François-Zola and Massin 52).  
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Figure 3.3 Cover of Denise et Jacques Histoire Vraie Par Emile Zola, June–September 

1897. 

 

artist’s hand inferior to Nature, historically coded as feminine, who was able to write 

herself (Ballerini 54).  

Nineteenth-century album practices further undermined the exclusivity of male 

authorship. Given the family album’s ties to the act of preserving and displaying 

photographs within the feminized space of the home, photo-album practices “advertised 

feminine artistic accomplishments” (14), as Elizabeth Siegel explains in her study of 

photo-collages in the Victorian period. By aligning his family album with other systems 

of representation, namely the novel, Zola re-frames both photography and the photo-

album as a male artistic achievement. Indeed, the book-like cover of the album presents 
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the photographs in the guise of verbal representation, invested with meaning through the 

author/photographer’s composition.  

Keeping in mind that the album was made for Zola’s “second family” and 

following Pierre Bourdieu’s claim that a primary function of photography is namely its 

“family function” (19) to secure identities and immortalize the family unit, we can better 

understand what is at stake in Zola’s “true story.” Recent theories on family albums from 

the work of Marianne Hirsch and Yeon-Soo Kim have shown that photographic albums 

are a way of seeing and knowing that often belies reality, presenting an ideal and 

idealized means of reconstructing subjectivity (Kim 223). Put another way, the images 

included in albums are selected images, curated and arranged to highlight certain 

moments, shaping the viewer’s means of self-knowledge through familial relations. 

Through the images’ syntactical relationship, a narrative emerges that foregrounds, and 

perhaps even erases, certain moments (Hirsch 21). Though the photographs included in 

Zola’s family album chronicle traditional childhood moments—playing outside in the 

garden, blowing bubbles, sitting on a swing, and, of course, getting dirty—we must ask 

ourselves which fictionalized family history they reveal, and more importantly, what this 

says about Zola as a writer-photographer. 
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Figure 3.4 Emile Zola, Denise and Jacques running towards the camera, June–September 

1897, Verneuil. Photograph. 

 

At first glance, none of the portraits making up the family album appear to be 

retouched at the level of the print. That is to say, Zola does not manipulate the negative or 

the image once it has been developed. Nevertheless, a number of these images reveal  

Zola’s artistic intervention through their staging. In one photograph [fig. 3.4], for 

example, Denise and Jacques are pictured running towards the camera while holding 

hands. The scene initially conveys a sense of childhood bliss and naturalness, 

emphasizing movement and spontaneity rather than a posed portrait. Upon closer 

examination, however, the viewer can notice that Zola has placed markers on the ground 

in order to time the moment of aperture. The presence of the marker within the frame 

thus indicates Zola’s influence on the scene from behind the camera. Recall for a moment 

that Zola’s hesitation over photography in “Le Roman expérimental” was that the artist 
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merely played the role of observer, unable to directly intervene within the scene. 

However, in this image, and one that is repeated in at least four photographs, it is easy to 

imagine that he experimented with the placement of the marker in order to achieve the 

desired effect of a snapshot. As such, the portraits reveal an enactment or performance of 

daily life rather than a record of it.   

 

 

Figure 3.5 Emile Zola, Tea time in the garden, June–September 1897, Verneuil. 

Photograph.  

 

Similarly, in another photograph [fig. 3.5] of Zola and his two children having tea 

in their garden at Verneuil, we can identify the use of a déclencheur, the remote-

controlled shutter release system which Zola designed and perfected to discreetly capture 

a self-portrait. In this photograph, Zola looks away from the camera, absorbed in the 

jovial and intimate moment. Denise and Jacques are also turned away from the camera, 
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presumably unaware of its presence. Here, the interaction between father and children, 

and, by extension, the interaction between camera and its subjects, appears unplanned. 

Yet the déclencheur in Zola’s left hand exposes the photograph’s means of production 

and his role in its realization. He is both the producer of the image and the photographed 

subject, underscoring that what the camera captures foremost is his artistic interpretation. 

Far from accepting photography’s alleged negation of human authorship, Zola’s efforts to 

capture seemingly unprompted moments reveal the medium’s ability to manipulate “the 

real” via the camera’s operator. In other words, what is pictured within the frame is a 

stylized image that, contrary to what he suggests in his theoretical writing and art 

criticism, is a product of calculation and experimentation rather than artless observation. 

For the most part, the portraits Zola took of his family do not rely on the 

conventions of studio photography. Not only did he photograph outdoors in the garden 

rather than in a studio, but his compositions forgo the use of props common at the time, 

such as benches or handrails. Still, stuffed animals, dolls, and swings, for example, 

function within these portraits as symbolic accessories to construct scenes emblematic of 

family. Both Denise and Jacques are photographed in the garden [fig. 3.6-3.7] surrounded 

by their belongings, encircled by toys that have been gathered, arranged, and seated in 

chairs, much like the children. These commonplace accessories take on a greater 

significance, as Graham Clarke reminds us, because they situate the photographed subject 

within a field of meaning that identifies and validates the subject through his/her 

belongings (3). They also indicate the rise of commodity culture and the role objects 

played in constructing one’s personal, social, and cultural lineage (Ballerini 44). Amidst 
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the nineteenth-century’s unease over inheritance rights, these objects become status 

symbols, calling attention to themes of ancestry in which the children likewise figure 

another kind possession, that of Zola’s. The certainty of his paternity is figured forth in  

 

          

 

Figure 3.6 Emile Zola, Denise and her toys, June–September 1897, Verneuil. Photograph.  

Figure 3.7 Emile Zola, Jacques and his toys, June-September 1897, Verneuil. 

Photograph. 
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the photograph’s indissoluble connection to its referent that could not, in the words of 

Julia Ballerini, “produce bastards” (54). At the same time, the life-size dolls juxtapose 

real and unreal families that shows an attention to artistic construction.  

By staging romanticized childhood moments at home, Zola’s family portraits 

reveal a tension between everydayness and the performativity of selfhood. The use of 

props are indeed telling of Zola’s fixation with forcing scenes that affirm the importance 

of home and family. Taken as a whole, Zola’s family album establishes a family mythos 

that negotiates and contests the concept of family in nineteenth-century France. In fact, 

four years before the album’s completion, Zola writes in a letter to Jeanne of his desire to 

publicly recognize his “second family” and his frustrations over his inability to do so: 

Je te raconte cela, ma grande Jeanne, parce qu’en ce moment, j’ai songé à vous. 

Oui, il y avait, dans un petit coin de France, trois êtres qui me sont bien chers, et, 

s’ils étaient dans l’ombre, ils ne partageaient pas moins ma gloire. Je veux que toi 

et mes deux mignons en aient leur part. Un jour, il faudra bien qu’ils soient mes 

enfants pour tout le monde…. Je veux qu’ils partageaient le nom de leur père. 

(qtd. in Emile-Zola and Massin 43) 

The photographs thus move Denise and Jacques from the shadows, rendering their lives 

visible within the conventions of family frames and the naturalizing space of the home. 

These portraits of what was considered, in nineteenth-century legal terms, Zola’s 

“illegitimate” family affirms their subjecthood through a space coded within the 

traditions and ideals of family life, thereby using an instrument of ideology to in turn 

resist it. “The same process that constructs the idea of family,” as Kim observes, “can 

transform the unfamilial into the familial” (22). What is also important to note is that 

underpinning Zola’s letter concerning his socially marginalized children is the desire and 
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perhaps deeper anxiety for the so-called “père du Naturalisme” to be remembered 

publically for his procreativity.   

 

 

Figure 3.8 Emile Zola, Zola and his family hand-in-hand, date unknown, Verneuil. 

Photograph. 

 

In more conventional portraits of the family, the photographs emphasize the 

biological connections between Zola and his children. In them, all members of the family 

sit or stand with their arms touching, crystallizing an image of family unity, or what 

Hirsch calls an “imaginary cohesion” (7). In one portrait [fig. 3.8], the author and Jeanne 

place themselves in between their two children, evoking ideas of succession by 

positioning Denise and Jacques as the offspring or product of their union. The photograph 

offers an alternative model of kinship outside of marriage, and in doing so, re-writes the 

value assigned to legal rights of legitimacy and inheritance with a morality of biological 
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connections. Indeed, the interlocking of arms hints at a genealogy or family lineage, but 

one, however, that stands in contrast to the renowned image of the family tree drawn by 

Zola for the Rougon-Macquart series. In this familiar diagram, the breakdown of the 

bourgeois family is illustrated by the tree branches that splinter to form legitimate and 

illegitimate lines, allegorizing the history of Second-Empire France. The unmistakable 

parallel between family and nation is figured forth in the forked branches which suggest a 

disunion, significantly rooted in 1788, when Adélaïde Fouque loses her husband and the 

following year takes on a lover with whom she has two illegitimate children. The novels’ 

enactment of the history of the national family signals the unstable and arbitrary 

distinction between legitimate and illegitimate. In other words, if the political and cultural 

institutions defining the limits of legitimacy are also shown to be illegitimate, their 

authority to assign value and meaning to these very concepts is undermined.  

Zola’s family portraits, in contrast, exhibit togetherness and the validity of his 

second family. They also project an image of Zola as a protective father-figure [fig. 3.9], 

an idea illustrated by the placement of his arms that provide a boundary or shield around 

Denise and Jacques that equally signifies succession. If the Rougon-Macquart family’s 

illegitimacy, and by extension that of the Second Empire, is marked by the absent father- 

figure, in this portrait, Zola occupies a central position. Denise and Jacques are, here, 

pictured as continuations of his own body, incorporated into his identity by the spatial 

proximity that blurs the boundaries between legitimate and illegitimate. Their oneness 

leaves little room to be made between these categories, stressing instead a biological 

relationship in which the children are members of his family. The photographs thus work 
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Figure 3.9 Emile Zola, Zola and his children, c. 1902, Verneuil. Photograph 

 
against the social and political status of Zola’s children as illegitimate by valorizing 

fertility, succession, and patriarchal authority.  

Zola’s self-fashioning in front of the camera as the father-figure of not only the 

photographs, but equally of his family legacy, allows us to read his engagement with 

photography as dealing more with the anxieties of reproduction and cultural legitimacy, 

and less with the art of recording. Because photograph’s “legitimacy as evidence was 

unquestioned” (Ballerini 54), it consequently put into question the artistic virility of the 

photographer. His family portraits and the genre of the photo-album confront these 

issues, but more especially, given his artistic and paternal presence in front of the camera, 

they work against the diminished agency that disturbs the creative enterprise in the 

mechanical age. Put otherwise, for Zola to recognize his children through photography 
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thus affirms his reproductive prowess on both a personal level and at the level of 

representation. The family album is indeed a strategic move that speaks to the charge 

against naturalist authors as being mere photographers, copying reality rather than 

creating it (White 121-122). Indeed, if we recall that the photo-album cover stresses 

Zola’s authorship, his ability to create a family history is closely tied to his ability to 

create as an artist, gesturing towards a crisis of artistic masculinity all the while affirming 

it.  

 

FRAMING ABSENCE “AT HOME” 

Zola’s family portraits reveal a complex engagement on his part with photography 

and force us to rethink naturalist aesthetics. They remind us that a photograph, like all 

forms of artistic production, is the result of artistry, showing in what ways Zola’s artistic 

identity is wrapped up in questions of reproductive value. In examining the visual works 

of an author known for his literary reliance on the significance of space and place, the 

location of Zola’s family portraits should also not be overlooked. Much like the family 

album, the setting of the photographs authorizes the children’s identity within a space of  
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Figure 3.10 Emile Zola, Denise and Jacques at the house in Verneuil, June-September 

1897, Verneuil. Photograph.  

 

belonging. To be “at home” is to legitimately belong in a family. It is also a private space 

emblematic of unity and reproduction that opposes the decadence and illegitimacy 

commonly associated with Paris, as will be further explored in this chapter. The domestic 

setting of Zola’s family portraits thus symbolizes the physical location of the family as a 

space of legitimacy. It establishes a spatial division between the private and public 

spheres that takes part in what Nicholas White terms a “paranoid patriarchal imagination” 

(9) that worked to closet the family away from the infidelity associated with public space.  

In one image [fig. 3.10], the house at Verneuil is arguably the subject of the 

photograph. In it, Denise and Jacques stand within the frame of the first-floor window, 

their bodies dwarfed in size in comparison to the house that provides a shielding structure 

around them. By enclosing Denise and Jacques within its borders, the house places them 
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within visual structures of belonging. In other words, positioned within the windows, the 

photograph secures their identities as “legitimate” offspring. Keeping in mind that the 

album would be passed down from generation to generation, the house indeed points to a 

desire on the part of Zola to establish a “continuity of line” and a record of family life 

that serves as a “physical trace of succession” (Bourdieu 31).  

 

 

Figure 3.11 Emile Zola, Jeanne and the children at “Penn,” Aug.–Oct. 1898, Surrey. 

Photograph. 

 

In exile, during Jeanne and the children’s visit from 11 August to mid-October 

1898, Zola repeated this same framing technique using the off-centered window frame.to 

position himself in the work of art. At the “Penn” house in Weybridge [fig. 3.11], the 

family is positioned within the opened window that is itself bordered by the drapes on the 



 150 

inside, and the foliage from the outside. Perhaps with the intention of re-creating a 

familiar and familial scene, understood within the context of Zola’s exile and his plan to 

construct another album chronicling this period of his life, this image foregrounds a 

desire to produce a sense of home within a space of difference. As Michael Seidel has 

argued, “The task for the exile, especially the exiled artist, is to transform the figure of 

rupture back into a “figure of connection” (x). Indeed, this photograph brings to mind the 

one taken just a few years prior, suggesting that through the camera, Zola-the-exilé, could 

establish a sense of connection. Be that as it may, by the very act of re-staging this scene, 

Zola calls attention to the foreignness of the space.  

Unlike the windows in the family portraits taken in France that work to legitimize 

the family positioned within their frames, the effort at sameness and continuity in these 

photographic compositions arguably works to legitimize and naturalize the space, not the 

people. This interpretation is reinforced when read in dialogue with Zola’s notes in which 

he describes the “otherness” of “Penn” house. The exile’s new surroundings force him to 

reflect on his distance from France, noting in particular the style of British windows that 

highlight how far he is from home:  

Cette petite maison, avec ses peintures claires, ses meubles de style si spécial, ses 

bibelots enfantins, ses clairs vitrages, nous dit combien nous sommes loin de 

France. En tout cas, elle m’est hospitalière, je la désire ainsi. J’espère enfin m’y 

calmer et y travailler un peu…. J’ai vidé ma malle, tout ému et tout heureux du 

peu qu’elle [Alexandrine] m’apportait de mon chez moi. En y retrouvant de 

menus d’objets dont j’ai l’habitude ... j’ai compris la force des liens qui attachent 

l’homme aux lieux où il vit. La patrie matériellement, est beaucoup faite de cela. 

(Pages d’exil 42-3)  
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Unpacking a suitcase sent to him by Alexandrine, one that included the camera he would 

use while abroad, Zola is overcome by the familiarity of his material possessions that 

remind him of his patrie. The objects invested with personal meaning contrast with the 

foreignness of the space that, as he hopes, he will become more accustomed to with time, 

thereby providing some calm so that he can work.  

 

 

Figure 3.12 Emile Zola, Jeanne and the children at “Penn,” Aug.–Oct. 1898, Surrey. 

Photograph. 

 

In another photograph of Jeanne and the children at “Penn” [fig. 3.12], the 

repetition of the window frame re-works the original Verneuil photograph in ways that 

emphasize distance and imprisonment. Jeanne is perched, here, in a small opening in the 
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partially closed second-story window. Below her, Denise and Jacques stand in front of 

another set of windows on the first floor that are blocked by the pin-striped awnings. 

Unlike the previous photograph, they remain on the outside of the house, separated from 

Jeanne not only in their distance, but through the windows that divide rather than bring 

them together. Zola commented on the prison-like feel of these windows in the Pages 

d’exil, observing that, “Ces fenêtres à guillotine, presque uniquement employés ici, me 

préoccupent. Pourquoi leur donne-t-on cette forme, qui me semble si incommode à moi 

qui ne suis pas habitué?... Pour moi, ce sont des fenêtres de prison, qu’on ne peut jamais 

ouvrir complètement, et auxquelles on ne peut s’accouder à l’aise, comme à nos fenêtres 

libres de France!” (38). Bringing to mind Hugo’s portraits in the windows of Marine 

Terrace, the window becomes an expression of imprisonment, evoking dislocation and 

the unfamiliarity of his home in exile.  

Though both sets of photographs show the family “at home,” the contexts in 

which these photographs were taken reveals significant dissimilarities. Rather than 

legitimize presence, the “Penn” photographs in fact highlight difference and absence 

through the motif of the window, visualizing Zola’s separation from home(land). If the 

photographs in Britain recall those that he took and would take in France, their 

similarities in fact call attention to even greater differences, most especially Zola’s 

absence. Whereas he is a central figure in the majority of the family portraits discussed 

above, in these photographs from exile, Zola is noticeably missing from the domestic 

scenes. Instead, the family remains inaccessible to Zola who is merely an outsider 

looking in.  



 153 

 

THE CRYSTAL PALACE AND THE ALBUM OF EXILE 

In addition to taking photographs of his family, a large portion of Zola’s 

photographs in Britain feature street scenes of a small suburb near the Crystal Palace in 

London. It was here, in Upper Norwood Village, that Zola spent the remaining eight 

months of his exile taking pictures for the photo-album that he planned to publish. During 

an interview with Philippe Dubois, a journalist for L’Aurore on 29 July 1899, a month 

after his return home, Zola announces to Dubois his intention to publish the photographs 

that survived the journey back to France: “Je reunirai mes photographies. Je ferai l’album 

d’exil. Cet album sera rempli de documents ou de souvenirs intéressants” (“Chez Emile 

Zola à Medan”). Although never realized, this interview makes clear that the author 

envisioned using the photographs in an album that would memorialize and narrate his 

exile. While we can’t know which photos he would have chosen and in what order they 

would have been arranged, the photographs are meaningful images of his exile and were 

indeed intended for the public as an account of his displacement. 

Many of the Norwood photographs capture everyday moments—wagons, milk 

deliveries, shop storefronts, etc.—that, despite their banality, stage Zola’s marginalized 

status as an outsider. In these images, particularly those of the streets neighboring the 

Crystal Palace, these quotidian scenes foreground his absence through the vastness of 

space uninhabited by people or any sign of life. In the Pages d’exil, Zola describes 

Norwood suburb as a space where the houses are packed together like sardines, adding, 
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however, that there are never any people, only vacant streets. If there are any people in 

the photographs, they seem to in fact highlight the emptiness of the space, their isolation 

from each other, and their distance from the photographer. In this wide angle shot [fig. 

3.13] taken from a vantage point at the top of the road, the solitary figure crossing along a 

horizontal plane feels out of place, her solitary body exaggerating the depth of the framed 

image. These are not the photographs of Zola’s Paris picturing bustling and crowded 

streets or the flux of large crowds inside the Grand Palais or at the 1900 Exposition 

Universelle, as we have seen [fig. 3.2]. Rather, Zola’s street scenes from exile are 

punctuated by seclusion and detachment, evoking the author’s anonymity in a foreign 

land and the lack of connection he felt with the outside world.  

 

 

Figure 3.13 Emile Zola, View of Upper Norwood from Jaspar Road, 1898–1899, 

London. Photograph. 

 



 155 

In the photographs taken from distant roads leading to the Crystal Palace [fig. 

3.14-3.15], the wide streets and railway tracks flanked with rows of houses again 

accentuate the emptiness of the space and draw our eyes to the ghostly faded Crystal 

Palace in the background. These otherwise commonplace scenes are, I contend, all the 

more meaningful given the time he spent in London before the Dreyfus Affair. In 

September 1893, Zola had visited the British capital following an invitation from the 

Congrès de la Presse where he was warmly welcomed at the Crystal Palace at a banquet 

held in his honor. At the convention, Zola was invited to give a talk, ironically, on the 

value of anonymity in the press.73 A few years after this acclaimed speech, Zola’s very 

public and publicized outcry against the government famously resulted in his prison 

sentence, and ultimately his exile. Given his newfound social and political absence, the 

 

                                

Figure 3.14 Emile Zola, View of the Crystal Palace, 1898–1899, London. Photograph. 

                                                 
73 For more on this speech, see Mon cher maître: Lettres d’Ernest Vizetelly à Emile Zola 1891-1902, eds. 

Dorothy Speirs and Yannick Portebois (94).  
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Figure 3.15 Emile Zola, View of the Crystal Palace, 1989–1899, London. Photograph. 

 

photographs thus signify his now complicated and obscured identity as a journalist, 

writer, and political activist, both famous and invisible. The building is itself a visual 

signifier of the culmination of Zola’s work as a writer that is, here, photographed as a 

trace of that memory. It is a space he once occupied in glory and now can only gaze at 

from a distance.  

The photographs picture to what extent Zola perceived his own nonexistence 

during what he called “the most complete exile, the most obscure retreat, the most 

absolute silence” (“Justice for Dreyfus” 193).74 They foreground his relationship to the 

place of his exile and his now obscured identity. As he observes in a letter to his lawyer, 

Fernand Labori, on 14 March 1899: “Je suis ici au désert. Je ne vois personne, ma vie 

                                                 
74 This quote comes from a speech given by Zola on the day of his return.  
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continue sans une distraction, sans un événement. Je travaille, et c’est tout” (qtd. in 

Emile-Zola and Massin 85). The presence/absence characteristic of photography is 

reproduced, here, through Zola who sees but is never seen. His facelessness contrasts, as 

the previous chapter has shown, with Hugo’s strategy of inscribing his body within the 

space of his exile. By removing himself from the scene, the photographs echo Zola’s 

solitude and the “otherness” he experienced in a country that wasn’t home. 

The photographs of the Crystal Palace also recall what precipitated Zola’s exile 

and therefore do not merely document that which he sees, but more importantly, take the 

only thing connected to Zola’s lost identity as their subject. This idea is reinforced in the 

Pages d’exil in which Zola reflects on his last trip to London: 

Je me souviens du court voyage que j’ai déjà fait à Londres, il y a quatre ans, 

lorsque j’y suis venu, invité avec d’autres journalistes français par la presse 

anglaise. Et quel accueil fraternel et fastueux on nous y fit, réception et discours à 

la gare, fête offerte par le lord-maire, gala à Covent Garden, banquet au Palais du 

Cristal, sans parler des déjeuners et des dîners particuliers. Et me voilà descendant 

seul à Victoria, avec ma chemise dans un journal. (29)  

 

The Crystal Palace, in all of its meanings—symbol of modernity, the height of Zola’s 

work, and the legacy of his public persona—appears distant, remote, and even 

inaccessible in his photographs. 

Again, the wide angles that Zola employs emphasize the length of the roads that 

taper into the distance. Though they lead our eyes to the Crystal Palace, we never see a 

clear path. The glass jeweled building nestled within the dark and dense landscape 

conveys a sense of hopelessness, as if it were a place Zola can see, but cannot return to, a 

visual reminder of the gulf between the celebrated Zola of 1893 and the fugitive Zola 
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forced into hiding. Perhaps from a sense of nostalgia, these photographs reflect the 

author’s meditation on his current state of loss and the very reasons why he is there, 

namely his lack of anonymity surrounding the Dreyfus Affair. 

The Palace remains a concretization of the past and in its inaccessibility, reflects 

Zola’s fragmented relationship to his identity, fluctuating between presence and absence 

that Barthes and others have attributed to the photographic process and its infinite 

mechanical reproduction of a singular moment. In other words, the Palace may now 

represent something unattainable for Zola both in the form and content of the photograph. 

“The endless recall of what cannot be retrieved,” as Peter Osborne has argued, is 

mirrored in photographs where “things that are gone are still there” (original emphasis, 

123). The building’s glass and cast-iron construction, a new technology only made 

possible in the nineteenth century, indeed recalls the glass-plates of early 

photomechanical processes. On a more personal level, the Crystal Palace photographs 

can be read as visualizations of the death of Zola’s public image, an idea illustrated in 

one photograph [fig. 3.16] in which he is separated from the building by a passing 

funeral. The saturnine scene thematizes his deep anguish in having to tear himself from 

France, his home, and his self. It is a fitting image that conveys his exilic state that Zola, 

too, described through the metaphor of death, observing that he was “like a voluntary 

dead, lying in a secret grave, in expectation of truth and justice” (“Justice for Dreyfus” 

193).  

The Palace, renowned as an exhibition space to display industrial achievements of 

the nineteenth century, of which France was a major contributor for the Great Exhibition  
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Figure 3.16 Emile Zola, Funeral in front of the Crystal Palace, 1898–1899, London. 

Photograph. 

 

of 1851, is, here pictured as abandoned and neglected. A symbol of progress and 

modernity, in Zola’s photographs, the building evokes a very lack of progress, echoing 

the fin-de-siècle rhetoric of degeneracy. Perhaps a meditation on the current state of 

France under the Third Republic that, according to Zola, had “tombé aux dérniers hontes” 

(Pages d’exil 53), his photographs of the Crystal Palace raise questions as to where 

revolutionary and industrial progress has led the nineteenth century. Indeed, Zola 

describes France as a “malheureux pays … où semble agoniser la grande âme de ce 

peuple généreux et libre, qui a fait la Révolution” (Pages d’exil 45). He, like Hugo, felt 

that France “à ce point empoisonnée et égarée” (Pages d’exil 28) was now lost and that 

those who continued to fight for a free France suffered: “Although I was calm during my 
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own trial, I’d now lost faith, I felt that France was lost. I spent terrible weeks in despair 

over a country where justice seemed completely dead” (Notes from Exile 80). 

The funerary Crystal Palace photograph is also a reflection as to where Zola’s 

own work has led him. As he observes, “Est-ce possible? Est-ce vraiment moi qui suis ici 

à me cacher ? Voilà donc où m’ont conduit mes quarante années de travail, avec ce 

malheureux pays, derrière moi, qui me hue et me menace” (Pages d’exil 44). If 

estrangement is indeed reproduced through the camera, then Zola’s absence in these 

images offers a salient vision of his self-imposed exile. As such, we may consider the 

Crystal Palace series as his form of self-portraiture, a mode of self-reflection that recalls 

his fear that, away from France, he was “comme séparé des hommes, dans un monde 

lointain” (Pages d’exil 28). Like the “image-corpse” (10) of a photograph—to borrow the 

words of Eduardo Cadava—the exiled artist is only visible in the realm of the living dead.   

 

MOVING AWAY FROM NATURALISM: ZOLA’S UTOPIA 

While the photographs taken in Britain reproduce and narrativize, at least in part, 

Zola’s exile, the act of writing, on the other hand, offers a fictional world for him to 

escape to. As he states in his journal, it is “only when I’m writing that I feel calm, happy” 

(Notes from Exile 57). Referring to the monumental 752-page novel Fécondité that he 

undertook at a point in his career when his personal and public life were anything but 

fruitful, Zola elsewhere declares that "même au milieu de la tempête,” this project will be 

"un grand réconfort” (Pages d’exil 45). We might ask ourselves what it is about writing 
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versus photography that, for Zola, provides a greater comfort during his exile. And 

moreover, in what ways a novel about “la fécondité familiale et nationale” (90),—as 

Henri Mitterand puts it—responds not only to the depopulation crisis in fin-de-siècle 

France, but on a personal and artistic level, the conditions of Zola’s exile that challenged 

his creative virility. 

Although he conceived of the first novel of the Quatre Evangiles series well prior 

to his departure, Zola began Fécondité just fifteen days after his arrival to Britain. It was 

published in installments while still in exile in L’Aurore from May to October 1899. 

Moving away from his theories on the experimental method, Zola’s last cycle of novels 

focuses on contemporary humanitarian issues of social, political, and religious justice. In 

Fécondité, the first of the four gospels, Zola explores the didactic possibilities of fiction 

writing, addressing the widely-debated issue of depopulation that, following the Franco-

Prussian War and the effects of urbanization, was a “powerful social narrative that 

permeated all levels of French culture” (Koos 208). In decadent texts in particular, 

discourses of cultural decline manifested in images of physical and metaphoric 

impotence, as in the case of Huysmans’ Des Esseintes. In ways that parallel the romantic 

hero’s maladie and inability to socially reproduce, Des Esseintes can only create through 

artifice, an aesthetic pleasure that substitutes for a physical lack. In contrast, Zola’s 

roman à these confronts displaced fears of creative impotence by re-writing these plots of 

decline in a novel that celebrates fertility.  

The title’s insistence on productivity suggests an alternative narrative and even 

triumph over absence, setting up the premise of the novel in which the Froment family 
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functions as a metonymy for the national body. The story focuses on Mathieu and 

Marianne Froment and their idyllic family who live in the French countryside. Over the 

years, their utopian community cultivates land and continues to grow, yielding more and 

more bodies in the face of sterility that haunts France, particularly in Paris. The 

Froment’s fertility projects a romanticized and idealized model for the French nation. 

Like the previous Rougon-Macquart novels that traced the rise and fall of two families 

during the Second Empire, Fécondité allegorizes the Third Republic through the family, 

first in the Froments’ colonization of the land at Chantebled, then the successive conquest 

of Beauchêne’s factory in Paris, and in the epilogue, the desert plains of North Africa. 

However, unlike the Rougon-Macquart series that focused on observing, documenting, 

and understanding the social realities of Second Empire France, the novel constructs an 

imaginary France—one that, at least in part, champions the ideals of social progress—and 

that in its utopianism, is a departure from naturalist subjects.  

 Echoing Zola’s frequent admissions to his inability to remain faithful to the 

tenets of Naturalism during the composition of the Rougon-Macquart, in describing 

Fécondité, Zola confesses to the dream-like quality of the text. In a letter to Octave 

Mirbeau written upon his return to France on 29 November 1899, Zola writes that 

“Fécondité n’est qu’une humanité élargie pour les besognes de demain. Mais la victoire y 

semble rester à la force, et c’est ce que viendront corriger l’organisation du travail, 

l’avènement de la vérité et de la justice. Tout cela est bien utopique, mais que voulez-

vous? Voici quarante ans que je dissèque, il faut bien permettre à mes vieux jours de 

rêver un peu” (Correspondance X 101). Here, Zola underscores the re-orientation of his 
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aesthetics away from a naturalist fidelity to what is towards a form of social utopianism 

of what could be. While in the Rougon-Macquart series he writes retrospectively on an 

immediate historical past that was meticulously researched and documented, in 

Fécondité, Zola writes about and for a future France that does not (yet) exist. Reminding 

us of Hugo’s re-imagination of the past for a France in the making, the evolution of 

Zola’s post-exile aesthetics is marked by what Colin Burns calls “un regard vers le futur” 

(13).  

Reacting against the trend in scholarship to identify Zola with left-leaning politics 

of socialism particularly towards the end of his career, more recently, critics such as Jean-

Marie Seillan and Carmen Mayer-Robin have convincingly disputed the novel’s 

reputation as utopian. The ending of the novel, as Seillan writes is, “Ni franche utopie, ni 

tableau crédible du monde colonial, le Soudain zolien flotte dans un espace habité surtout 

de contradictions” (202). Calling attention to the “African pages” in the novel’s ending in 

which Nicolas Froment and his wife migrate to North Africa to continue the family’s 

expansion, these critics highlight the often conflicting ideological and political messages 

in the text in which liberal socialist values stand in opposition to republican colonial and 

expansionist discourses. As Carmen-Meyer Robin explains, despite the often 

contradictory imperial politics at play in Fécondité, Zola nonetheless “imagines a 

bountiful agrarian society founded on republican ideals and combating pathologies 

associated with urban life in a modern industrial setting” (6). This ideal France, 

symbolized through the Froment family who continues to propagate and re-populate 

amidst the waning French population, imagines the rebuilding of the nation during a time 
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of its feared degeneracy, providing insight into changes in the attitudes of Third Republic 

France as it underwent a period of transition. 

Following Leonard Koos’ more global approach to the text as taking part in the 

“politics of depopulation” in the 1890s in France that “did not merely present a direct 

analysis and representation of the population issue, but rather sought to enact 

propagandistically a variety of prescriptive responses to it” (213),75 my analysis seeks to 

understand Fécondité within the context of Zola’s exile. In keeping with the etymology 

of the word utopia, meaning “nowhere” or “no place,” the image Zola presents of France 

indeed reflects exile in its placelessness. Much like Zola’s anonymity in Britain and 

absence from France that places him within a liminal space that is neither here nor there, 

neither present nor absent, the novel’s professed utopian dimension provides an 

imaginary space that equally expresses displacement in its departure from the real. 

Though this reflects a shift in Zola’s aesthetics away from the positivist spirit of the 

Rougon-Macqart series, as well as a change in political contexts that frame the texts, 

similar preoccupations nonetheless emerge. As the next section will show, in both the 

Rougon-Macquart series and in Fécondité, space and place are categories through which 

Zola explores themes of alienation and exile. 

                                                 
75 In this article, Koos also provides a thorough analysis of literary responses and popular culture’s 

repsonse to the issue of depopulation at the turn of the century, as well as insightful statistics to the birth 

rate in France across the nineteenth century. Koos demonstrates that, in comparison to other European 

countries at the time, the population in France was, in fact, not in decline, but only perceived to be. 
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SPATIAL VOIDS: HAUSSMANN’S PARIS IN LA CURÉE 

By turning to the visual realm of photography to define what the novelist should 

do, Zola highlights the significance of space, or milieu, within naturalist aesthetics of 

representation. The spatiality and materiality of the photograph, in combination with its 

documentary qualities, made it a well-suited metaphor for the author of the Rougon-

Macquart, a series of twenty novels on the “Histoire naturelle et sociale d’une famille 

sous le second empire.” Indeed, the urban geographies of Second Empire Paris become 

characters in their own right within the world of the novels, reflecting the social, gender, 

and political divisions—or lack thereof—that are at play. The “moral geography” of 

space in Zola’s novels, to borrow the words of Priscilla Ferguson from Paris as 

Revolution (1994), stages the urbanizing effects of Haussmannization that reworked and 

destabilized social barriers and modes of interaction in private and public space. Like 

many of his contemporaries and critics of Haussmann, in his fiction, Zola’s 

representations of milieu distill an image of the urban experience as one of mobility, 

displacement, and ultimately absence.  

Appointed by Louis-Napoléon as prefect of the department of the Seine, Baron 

Georges-Eugène Haussmann (1809-1891) transformed the spatial and social reality of 

Paris. The construction of wide boulevards and the designation of public spaces of 

leisure, such as parks and squares, all helped to remap the gendered and classed 

boundaries between public and private. In addition to the reallocation of space, the mass 

relocation of the French population from the provinces, as well as the displacement of 
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nearly 350,000 working class citizens to the suburbs entailed a loss of homeland and 

sense of displacement in the search for homogeneity, order, and unity. Over the course of 

the nineteenth century, the population in Paris nearly tripled: 547,756 in 1801 to 

2,536,834 in 1896.76 This surge in urban population was commonly, and wrongly, 

attributed to the mass exodus of rural communities to the French capital, becoming a 

potent literary trope that suggests a deeper anxiety related to a loss of national identity 

and the experience of exile as a social pathology (Nash 6). Homelessness and absence—

both real and metaphoric—were thus necessary components of the social reality of the 

milieux that Zola captures in his novels.  

Haussmann’s objective, and that of the Second Empire under Napoléon III, was to 

physically transform the French capital in order to impose social order and hierarchies 

that would ostensibly render the city legible. Responding to the numerous revolutions of 

the nineteenth century, the rebuilding of Paris thus manifests a desire for spatial and 

social mastery by regulating the circulation of bodies and commodities in space. 

Nonetheless, the Second Empire’s restructuring of space, in addition to new technologies 

like the railway and the camera, industrialization, and capitalism, led to the breakdown of 

these very boundaries and ideologies so that illegibility and dynamism come to 

characterize life in the urban metropolis. The spatial disorientation occasioned by 

urbanization is reflected in urban archetypes in nineteenth-century cultural production, 

including most prominently the figure of the flâneur whose displacement within the city 

                                                 
76 These statistics are taken from Suzanne Nash’s insightful research on the shift in how French culture 

conceived of home in the introduction to Home and Its Dislocations in Nineteenth-Century France. 
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signified the artist’s experience of exile within bourgeois society. In the mid-nineteenth 

century, “flânerie ceased to signify freedom and autonomy,” as Priscilla Parkhurst 

Ferguson writes, “it implied instead estrangement and alienation” (81). 77 Writers’ 

preoccupation with the flâneur’s experience thus related their own artistic failure in 

bourgeois society (Ferguson 81). 

Nowhere in the Rougon-Macquart are the dynamics of space and the alienating 

effects of Haussmann’s Paris more salient than in Zola’s La Curée. In this second novel 

of the series, Renée and Maxime’s incestuous love affair is set against the backdrop of 

Haussmannization frought with speculation and corruption. It is a novel of Paris and one 

in which Zola’s treatment of space demonstrates the author’s well-documented research 

of milieu that, as Susan Harrow pointedly argues, “exceeds the objective of textbook 

Naturalism of placing a character in a given milieu” (Emile Zola 86). In the opening 

scene, Renée and Maxime lounge in a luxurious horse-drawn carriage. They wait, along 

with the wealthiest of Parisian society, during a traffic jam in the fashionable Bois de 

Boulogne before heading into the city-center.  

The Bois de Boulogne, one of the first recreational spaces created during the 

Second Empire in 1852, places the reader in Haussmann’s Paris from the opening pages. 

The urban park and gardens function as a microcosm of Paris and as a scopic playground 

of seeing, being seen, and performativity. All of Paris is there, described by Zola in 

striking optical terms that showcase the play of light, colors, and shadows. As Renée and 

                                                 
77 Though it is outside the scope of this dissertation, it is worth noting that the flâneur as an urban voyeur 

was linked to photography. Victor Fournel, for example, calls the flâneur  in Ce qu’on voit dans les rues de 

Paris (1867), “un daguerréotype mobile et passionné qui garde les moindres traces, et eu qui se 

reproduisent, avec leurs reflets changeants, la marche des choses” (268).  
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Maxime gaze out their carriage window, framing devices and impressionistic views 

evoke ideas of artifice and construction so that the natural, green space is presented as a 

commodity and object of consumption: “Ce coin de nature, ce décor qui semblait peint, 

baignait dans une ombre légère, dans une vapeur bleuâtre qui achevait de donner aux 

lointains un charme exquis, un air d’adorable fausseté” (La Curée 42-43). This inaugural 

scene is set up as a series of oppositions and contradictions—nature/artifice, 

mobile/immobile, crowded/empty, light/dark that, as Masha Belenky argues, “rewrites 

these social spaces, investing them with a meaning opposite to what Haussmann intended 

to them to signify” (28).  

The never-ending flow of carriages all headed in the same direction follow each 

other blindly into Paris. Yet despite descriptions that associate the Bois de Boulogne with 

Parisian society, crowds, and traffic jams, the space is perceived by Renée as unusually 

empty. Although toute Paris est là, the immensity of the space is, from Renée’s point of 

view, vacant and melancholic. Numerous references to the vacuity of the space viewed 

from the carriage (déserte, infini, vide, ombre) mirror the emptiness Renée experiences 

internally: “Renée regardait, les yeux fixes, comme si cet agrandissement de l’horizon, 

ces prairies molles, trempées par l’air du soir, lui eussent fait sentir plus vivement le vide 

dans son être” (La Curée 44). Her crise intérieure is described through absence, setting 

up a projection to the empty space she sees and the crowded boulevard lined with 

carriages. Unable to articulate the reasons for her deep case of ennui, Renée feels a loss 

of connection with herself and the world around her. Her failure to recognize what we 

later learn is her desire for her stepson Maxime creates a sense of void that is prompted, 
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and even exacerbated, by the exilic space around her. This psychic and emotional 

isolation is transposed onto the somber space in a scene that points to the void at the heart 

of Second-Empire society and prefigures Renée’s eventual death.  

Zola’s use of space thus reflects social norms and the dialectics between what 

Olivier Lumbroso has called “l’espace psychopathologique” within the “topographie 

réelle” (330). Indeed, Renée’s interior void parallels descriptions of the woods that are 

increasingly enveloped “dans un linceuil d’ombre” (La Curée 49). Following the 

oncoming night and images of dark space, Renée is unable to see within herself and 

outside of herself. Her perspective as a viewing subject is furthermore undermined 

through the space that she cannot access because “elle voyait mal” (La Curée 42). Where 

Renée’s myopic vision fails, however, the Naturalist author can document that which she 

cannot see.78 Despite the use of Maxime’s binoculars in order to see better, the “étrange 

tableau qui s’effaçait” (La Curée 46) continues to escape from Renée’s field of vision 

with night’s darkness. If the shadowy and vast woods are linked to Renée’s interiorized 

feelings of absence and lack, the spatial metaphors in this passage likewise connect her to 

the contested space of the Second Empire during Hausssmannization.  

Later in the same passage, Maxime assures Renée of her coveted position within 

Parisian society through descriptions that place her within the topography of Paris itself.  

Her social dominance as an object of pleasure and desire is described through spatial 

                                                 
78 Zola’s own visual faculties have been analyzed by both literary and art historians. William Berg, for 

example, explains in his introduction to The Visual Novel that Zola was examined by several psychologists 

in a study on the link between visual acuity and intellectual genius. The study, published in 1896 as 

Enquete medico-psychologique sur la supériorité intellectuelle: Emile Zola, determined that the author had 

exceptional color sensitivity and a superior faculty of observation, but that he was, however, myopic and 

astigmatic (Berg 10-12). 
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metaphors that liken Renée to the architecture of Haussmann’s Paris: “Va, ne sois pas 

modeste, poursuivit Maxime; avoue carrément que tu es une des colonnes du second 

Empire.… Partout, aux Tuileries, chez les ministres, chez les simples millionnaires, en 

bas et en haut, tu règnes en souveraine” (La Curée 45). Maxime thus affirms Renée’s 

reign over men and the social space of the Second Empire by imagining her as part of its 

architectural fabric. Her mastery is, however, undermined as both Renée and the 

feminized, sexualized topography of Paris are possessed, consumed, sold, and ultimately 

erased throughout the novel. The spatial economy of the novel thus imbues the radical 

remaking of Paris with the transgressive and degenerate relationship between Renée and 

Maxime.  

In Zola’s novel, Paris has been transformed to such an extent that it is 

unrecognizable. The prefect Monsieur Hupel de la Noue remarks that even as “un vieux 

Parisien” he can longer identify the city: “je ne reconnais plus mon Paris. Hier je me suis 

perdu pour aller de l’Hôtel de Ville au Luxembourg. C’est prodigieux, prodigieux!” (La 

Curée 64). Like Renée who feels lost within herself, M. Hupel can no longer find his way 

through the French capital. His geographical dislocation within a space that was once so 

familiar relates the effects of urbanization that physically effaced sites of old Paris and 

rendered the city illegible. “The uncanny sense of exile at home,” as Richard Terdiman 

observes, showed how Paris was like a “language that had mutated so rapidly that even 

its native locutors discovered that they could no longer speak it” (178). To be lost, both 

literally and figuratively, thus entails an experience of loss that manifests as a process of 

defamiliarization reflected in the changing landscape.   
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Unlike Renée and Monsieur Hupel who are dislocated in space and caught within 

the hustle and bustle of the streets, Aristide Saccard’s bird’s-eye-views of Paris evoke 

authority, control, and the hegemony of male desire and capitalism in the Second Empire. 

Saccard is frequently described within a position of mastery over Paris through his 

optical and spatial ascendency. In a famous passage in which he describes plans to 

transform Paris, Saccard looks down on the city from the heights of Montmartre. Echoing 

the scene in Balzac’s Le Père Goriot (1835) in which Eugène de Rastignac looks down 

on the French capital from the summits of the Père Lachaise cemetery, Saccard proclaims 

his control over the city as he projects his fantasies and greed for money onto the scene. 

Before the death of his first wife, Angèle, Saccard takes her to a Montmartre café and 

reveals his future plans at speculation:  

Ce jour-là, ils dînèrent au sommet des buttes, dans un restaurant dont les fenêtres 

s’ouvraient sur Paris, sur cet océan de maisons aux toits bleuâtres, pareils à des 

flots presses emplissant l’immense horizon. Leur table était placée devant une des 

fenêtres. Ce spectacle des toits de Paris égaya Saccard…. Il souriait à l’espace, il 

était d’une galanterie inusitée. Et ses regards, amoureusement, redescendaient 

toujours sur cette mer vivante et pullulante, d’où sortait la voix profonde des 

foules. (La Curée 112) 

The café windows through which Saccard gazes onto the immense and expansive city-

scape frame his field of vision. From his privileged point of view that is at once removed 

and above the crowd, the space of Paris is at his fingertips and his to consume. The city, 

its trees and the roofs of the old houses that are cast in the glow of the sun resemble 

precious jewels: “C’était comme le coin enchanté d’une cité des Mille et Une Nuits, aux 

arbres d’émeraude, aux toits de saphir, aux girouetes de rubis. Il vint un moment où le 

rayon qui glissait entre deux nuages, fut si resplendissant, que les maisons semblèrent 
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flamber et se fonder comme un lingot d’or dans un creuser” (112). Saccard projects onto 

the space his appetite for money and power by visually consuming the spectacle laid out 

before him. His oriental fantasy indicates male desire and the colonization of space. 

Moreover, the anthropomorphism of the city that will be cut, chopped, and laid bare 

through speculation and Haussmannization militarizes the space, connecting Saccard’s 

point of view with the regime of the Second Empire.  

Paris is thus an object of colonizing desire that will become a battleground of 

contested space. From Saccard’s vantage point, the text creates a dialogue between the 

structures in control of the urban space and those, like Renée and Monsieur Hupel, who 

are lost within it. This tension between experiencing the city from different heights is one 

that Michel de Certeau would theorize a century later in The Practice of Everyday Life 

(1984). De Certeau, like Zola, associates the top-down perspective with the institutional 

authority and the politics of space. Saccard’s vertiginous point of view thus demonstrates 

the appetite for control and mastery of space as carried out in Napoléon III’s public 

works project. The organization of space and the high vantage point in this early novel 

suggests that space is to be conquered and consumed. Milieu, and one’s perspective 

within this space are therefore never anondyne chez Zola, but more importantly, are 

central to the novel’s critique of the loss of bourgeois values and the politics of 

subjecthood. 

It is in the characters’ relationship to and presence within the space—or perceived 

lack thereof—that the novel foregrounds absence. The milieux of Paris are thus central to 

the generation of meaning in the novel and Zola’s critique of the Second Empire. Indeed, 
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it is through Aristide’s and Renée’s divergent positions and perspectives within the space 

of the urban landscape that Zola stages a tension between mastery and presence on the 

one hand, and exile and absence on the other. It is this same tension that we see in Zola’s 

own photographs, most especially those taken of Paris from the heights of the Eiffel 

Tower that align his perspective with that of Saccard, to those in taken in Britain that 

show the author’s displacement during his exile.  

In the following novel in the series, Le Ventre de Paris (1873), Zola continues the 

dialogue between milieu and figures of exile. Focused on another iconic place of 

Haussmann’s Paris, Les Halles, the text’s protagonist Florent is a political prisoner who 

returns to the French capital to find refuge, only to be exiled yet again following a failed 

socialist coup on the Second Empire. Florent’s exile is not merely psychological, but like 

the many proscrits following the 1851 coup d’état, deeply political and historical. 

Charvet, one of the conspirators in the group, argues that Florent’s proscription in 

Cayenne is nothing compared to the oppression taking place on French soil, thereby re-

mapping exile onto Paris: “Et il tentait de prouver que l’exil n’est rien, que la grande 

souffrance consiste à rester dans son pays opprimé, la bouche bâillonnée en face du 

despotisme triomphante” (Le Ventre de Paris 196). Florent’s repeated displacement 

within the text and the space of Paris under Napoléon III is couched in discussions of 

capitalism, class struggle or the fight between Les Gras (the fat) and Les Maigres (the 

thin), and the successive political upheavals of the nineteenth century so that the 

restructuring and consumption of Paris’ topography related a very real sense of loss, of 

home, and of selfhood.  
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With the triumph of Haussmann comes a perceived break with the past 

occasioned by the re-ordering of social space. At the end of La Curée, following another 

visit to the Bois de Boulogne, Renée dies alone in the Hôtel Béraud, the place of her 

childhood and a space associated with the old Paris that contrasts with world of the 

Second Empire. Her powerlessness to survive figuratively marks the eradication of Paris 

as it used to be for the construction of a new, unified one. In contrast, Saccard’s triumph 

is projected onto the urban spaces of the city that underwent significant transformation. 

The graphic decomposition of her feminine body sharply opposes the themes of fertility 

that the text sets up: “Messieurs, laissons dire ces braillards de l’opposition: bouleverser 

Paris, c’est le fertilizer” (La Curée 64). Zola recasts the discourse of fertility, one used by 

Haussmann to promote his project to the Corps législatif, in order to highlight its 

inconsistencies. Renée’s death thus underscores in what ways the modern experience, 

crystallized in the image of Paris, is one of erasure that ultimately threatens reproduction.  

 

THE HOME AS NATION 

In Fécondité, the trope of absence is again mapped onto the spatial economy of 

the novel, attesting to the importance of visualizing and mythologizing space and place as 

key components to the construction of a larger narrative. By contrasting the productivity 

and social and economic success of the Froment family with images of absence 

associated with Paris, Zola presents a new model for France and Frenchness. The novel’s 

rebuilding of the nation is indeed signified through space in a family drama that sets up 
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an opposition between the countryside as the heart of the national body and the urban 

center as its sordid underbelly. Paris is once again associated with exile, however, the 

valences and meanings change. Whereas in La Curée, Paris empitomized the alienating 

experience of modern life, in Fécondité, the French capital is an antithesis to the unity of 

selfhood found “at home.” The meaning of Paris therefore changes for Zola when he has 

to leave it in ways, as I argue, that reflect his displacement from self and (biological and 

national) family during exile.  

The Quatres Evangiles series was imagined around different spaces that would 

indicate Zola’s ideas on social justice and progress and the nation’s role in its execution. 

As Zola had planned, the cycle of novels was to enlarge telescopically with each new 

text, beginning on the micro-level with the home in Fécondité, then expanding onto the 

city, the nation, and lastly a Cité universelle reminiscent of Hugo’s Etats-Unis d’Europe. 

As he explains:  

Fruitfulness creates the home. Thence springs the city. From the idea of 

citizenship comes that of the fatherland; and love of country, in minds fed by 

science, leads to the conception of a wider and vaster fatherland, comprising all 

the peoples of the earth. Of these three stages in the progress of mankind, the 

fourth still remains to be attained. I have thought then of writing, as it were, a 

poem in four volumes, in four chants, in which I shall endeavor to sum up the 

philosophy of all my work. (Preface v)79 

 

Through the spatialization of the novels, Zola puts forth that he will present a model for 

reconstructing French national identity, in which the home connects the family to the 

nation. The home is, for Zola, a place from which and around which identity is produced, 

as we have likewise seen in his photographs. From this emblematic space, Zola would 

                                                 
79 Zola is quoted, without reference, in the preface to Ernest Vizetelly’s English translation of the novel. 
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zoom out like a camera, progressively focusing on a different cadre—or frame: “Et d’un 

roman à l’autre, j’élargis mon cadre (très important)” (qtd. in Mayer-Robin, “Justice” 

135).   

Again emphasizing the symbolic importance of the home in his critical essay, 

Nouvelle Campagne (1896), written just two years prior to his exile, Zola first details his 

plans for Fécondité. In the chapter “Dépopulation,” Zola writes that, “Mon roman se 

serait appelé Le Déchet et j’y voyais une fresque immense, tout ce qu’une ville comme 

Paris tue de germes, dévore d’êtres à naître, consomme le foyer toujours flambant de la 

vie demain” (218-219). The original title, evidently more pessimistic in its account of 

France, again calls attention to the space of the home (le foyer) as a source of life that is 

threatened by the urban metropolis. In Zola’s mapping of moral geographies, it is Paris 

that is an agent of exile, contaminating and stunting progress. Whereas the home is 

presented as a site of reproduction, both familial and social, the French capital indeed 

threatens the continuation of life.   

The novel’s opening scene is situated in the home of the Froment family in the 

French countryside. It is like a pays d’origine where the cultivation and the possession of 

more land yields further progress. A site of biological creation, it is also the point from 

where the narrative evolves. The reader is first introduced to Mathieu Froment who 

hurries to catch the early morning train from Janville to Paris after having kissed his 

sleepy children goodbye. Each morning he must leave his family in order to make the 

long journey to the city where he works at his brother-in-law’s factory. The opening lines 

set up a binary between the Froment’s home in Janville, a small town about 100 km 
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southwest of Paris, and his place of work in the French capital. The language indeed calls 

attention to the geographic distance between these the two places: “Il était six heures et 

demie déjà, et il y avait deux grands kilomètres du pavillon à Janville. Puis, après les trois 

quarts d’heure du trajet, c’étaient trois autres quart d’heure pour aller de la gare du Nord 

au boulevard de Grenelle” (Fécondité 1). The return home is no easier as Mathieu makes 

clear, “encore si je manque pas le train de onze heures moins un quart, je ne serai à 

Janville qu’à onze heures et demie” (Fécondité 2).  

Yet the distance between Paris and Mathieu’s home is not merely geographical. In 

Paris, Mathieu is also separated from “la joie de l’union totale et profonde, de n’être 

qu’une chair et qu’une âme” (Fécondité 3). His daily travels to the urban city thus break a 

sacred and spiritual bond between husband and wife, an idea further reinforced in the 

biblical references of Mathieu and Marianne’s names and language that recalls the story 

of Genesis.80 This image of embodiment and unity links Mathieu’s sense of self to his 

union with Marianne, symbol of France and the revolutionary values of the French 

Republic. It is at home that body and soul and father and nation are unified. In this 

figuration, the countryside becomes a metaphor for what Suzanne Nash calls “a place of 

existential unity” (126) that is not possible in the urban metropolis. It is a site of harmony 

that contrasts with the images of estrangement and disjointedness that, as we have seen, 

characterize Paris. While themes of exile in La Curée conveyed the modern experience 

                                                 
80 The protagonists of the Quatre Evangiles series are named after disciples and books in the bible: Jean, 

Mathieu, Marc, and Luc. Carmen Mayer-Robin also notes that the expansion of the Froment family recalls 

elements of Genesis that, in the novel, are feminized through the allegorical figure of Marianne. See her 

article “The Formidable Flow of Milk in Le Docteur Pascal and Fécondité: Two Feminine Allegories for 

the République en marche.”  
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within Second-Empire France, in Fécondité, they are also used to explore Mathieu’s 

ontolotical uprootedness that is projected onto his movement from the country to Paris, 

made possible through news modes of industrialized transportation like the railway.  

His journey at the beginning of the text reflects more broadly the mass relocation 

of the French population from the country to the city-centers that was allegedly 

responsible for the nation’s anemia. Mathieu comments on this national exodus later in 

the novel, observing that “c’était l’exode désastreux des campagnes vers les villes, qui 

s’aggravait d’année en année, anémiant et détraquant la nation” (240). In overdetermined 

references to this immigration taking place within France’s borders, the nation’s 

perceived decline is mirrored in the father-figure’s displacement from home where 

Marianne—in all of her meanings—waits for him. In a spatial ordering that positions 

Paris as a force of de-centering, Zola transposes his exile from home onto Mathieu who 

lives estranged from his family, and by extension the nation. His spatial outsiderdom in 

Paris, highlighted in descriptions of the city’s bustling streets where Mathieu is “seul 

dans la vaste foule” (Fécondité 269) indeed brings to mind Zola’s anonymity in Britain. 

 

THE ABYSS OF PROGRESS: EXILED BODIES IN PARIS  

Paris, in its opposition to the harmony of the countryside generates Mathieu’s 

exilic state. There he contracts the intoxicating “fievre chaud” (Fécondité 81) from 

roaming the city’s boulevards. Taken away by the “foules enfiévrées” and the “vent 

chaud, chargé de désir” that “brûler ses veines” (Fécondité 78, 81), his body is exposed to 
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the urban pathologies that threaten to keep him trapped in “la brûlante vie du Paris 

littéraire, artistique et mondain … les cénacles, les ateliers, les expositions, les théâtres et 

les lieux de plaisirs” (Fécondité 43). As Mathieu walks along the streets of Paris, he is 

overcome by the desire for Sérafine, the younger, widowed sister of Beauchêne who 

symbolizes the city’s depravity: “Et Sérafine devenait comme l’incarnation même de 

cette ville ardente se ruant à sa nuit inféconde, comme l’appel victorieux du plaisir pour 

le plaisir, dans la joie meurtrière du spasme anormal et décuplé, qui tue l’enfant” 

(Fécondité 80). Though he ultimately decides against it, Mathieu entertains the idea of 

not returning home, inventing stories to explain to his wife why he missed his usual 

seven-o-clock train. An antidote to Paris that has contaminated Mathieu’s body, when he 

does return to Chantebled, the serene countryside infiltrates his home: “Maintenant, par la 

fenêtre ouverte, le grand murmure prolongé, indistinct, que Mathieu entendait venir de la 

nuit tiède de printemps, n’était autre que le frémissement de l’éternelle fécondité” 

(Fécondité 101). The open window thus restores Mathieu to himself and the unity of the 

home, thus indicating the shaping force of milieu on the individual.81  

Despite the increased presence of bodies in the city that leaves little open space, 

descriptions of the French capital are permeated with images of emptiness. This paradox 

is highlighted in the discussion of corrupt abortion and adoption practices throughout the 

novel that, rather than stimulate social and economic growth, displace future generations 

                                                 
81 This scene recalls a moment in La Curée in which Renée, while looking outside of her Parisian 

apartment window, is infected with the frenzy and chaos of the streets below. In a reversal, here, Mathieu is 

cured of his “sickness” through the window that opens onto the countryside of Chantebled. The theme of 

contamination reappears throughout Zola’s fiction via the motif of the window, a spatial divide and liminal 

space between private and public that is repeatedly subverted.  
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of the French population back to the countryside. Representing the thwarted potential for 

progress, these exiled bodies are emptied from Paris by Madame Couteau who provides, 

not without an extortionate fee, a service to desperate and deprived mothers: "Tous les 

paquets étaient mis en tas, bousculés, expédiés, distribués, là-bas, à l’inconnu, au meurtre 

inconscient ou volontaire” (Fécondité 269). In yet another image of absence, the future of 

France is evacuated back to countryside by la Couteau, a name connoting sterility and 

castration, where it is neglected and ultimately left to die. Paris not only generates 

absence within the city-center, but moreover it threatens further loss by seeping out 

uncontrollably beyond its borders. Indeed, the roads leading from Paris and the 

cemeteries in the countryside have all been “pavé de petits Parisiens” (Fécondité 302). 

These abjected bodies contaminating the rest of the country portend the fate of the nation 

and the encroaching sense of doom at the turn of the century.   

In another example that links Paris with absence, Beauchêne’s factory, far from 

symbolizing production and progress, is in fact a perilous space that consumes bodies. It 

is here that Maurice Beauchêne grows up showing signs of degeneracy and physical 

weakness that prefigures his early death. The Beauchêne family, unlike the Froments, 

decide to have only one child in the hope of safeguarding their future wealth that would, 

in theory, be passed down through the sole heir. They embody Malthusiasn ideologies of 

population control and bourgeois anxieties over legitimacy prompted by the enactment of 

the Napoleonic Civil Code in 1804 that led to growing uncertainty over inheritance. In an 

effort to effectively do away with the question of illegitimacy, the Civil Code 

automatically assigned legal paternity to the husband to ensure that property would 
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descend down a patrimonial line. The legal system’s model of patriarchal inheritance, 

however, led to disquiet over potentially unfaithful women and their illegitimate 

offspring.82 Equally, the codification of inheritance laws to reflect the revolutionary value 

of égalité by, for example, ending the practice of primogeniture, further engendered 

anxiety over the distribution of wealth among multiple, and possibly illegitimate, 

children.  

With invested personal interest, Zola was outspoken about the issue of fertility 

beyond the scope of his fiction, publicly defending the value of reproduction, even in 

cases of sexual transgression. Not only was he a member of the Alliance pour 

l’Accroissement de la population française, a populationist organization founded in 1896, 

and supported groups such as Alliance nationale pour le relèvement de la population 

française and the Société maternelle parisenne, Zola also wrote several articles that 

valorized pronatalism and criticized the economic, social, and political ramifications of 

the declining birth rate. An advocate of nationalist discourse that feared the stagnate 

population, Zola declared in an article published in La Revue blanche (1 March 1902) 

that “Le mariage n’est qu’un mot prononcé par le code … c’est de l’union qu’il s’agit” 

(381).83 Undoubtedly, these issues held personal significance for the author, as we have 

seen, and his “illegitimate” family with Jeanne. Colin Burns has proposed that there is a 

connection between Zola’s family crisis and his involvement with the Dreyfus Affair, 

writing that “Du point du vue psychologique il est fort possible que le romancier ait 

                                                 
82 For more on family politics in nineteenth-century France, see Nicholas White and Andrew Counter. 
83 The article entitled “Enquête sur Tolstoy et la Question sexuelle” gathered responses from intellectuals 

and public figures including Zola to discuss Tolstoy’s puritanical views on celibacy. 
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éprouvé le besoin d’exprimer de façon pratique sur le plan politique l’optimisme et la foi 

dans l’avenir que ses relations avec Jeanne Rozerot et la naissance de ses enfants 

semblent avoir fait éclore” (15). For Burns, Zola’s political defense of truth and justice 

publically affirmed the ideologies that could secure future happiness with Jeanne and his 

children.84  

While one cannot make a clear cause and effect relationship between Zola’s 

family life and his support of Alfred Dreyfus, the evolution of his artistic engagement 

does help us understand in what ways his exile is connected to representations of family 

both in his personal photographs and in his writing. Zola’s outspoken position on family 

politics frames Fécondité in the opposing values represented through the Beauchêne and 

Froment families. The text’s assertion that a healthy and productive sexuality is key to 

the future of France is presented in the opening image of unity between Mathieu and 

Marianne and the dozen children they go on to have. The optimism they symbolize for 

the regeneration of France is contrasted by the Beauchêne family and their factory.  

When Maurice, charged with continuing the patriarchal line, dies in the novel, the 

factory is engulfed in a shadowy void: “L’hértier unique, le prince de l’industrie qu’ils 

avaient voulu, par un calcul d’égoïsme si obstiné, passait comme une ombre, et la réalité 

affreuse, lorsque leurs bras ne serrèrent que le vide, se dressa. D’une seconde à l’autre, 

plus d’enfant” (Fécondité 462). The “prince of industry” and the only vestige of the 

family’s future prosperity is killed by the Beauchêne’s greed for money, thus highlighting 

                                                 
84 In 1907, five years after the death of Emile Zola, Alexandrine Zola reconciled with Jeanne Rozerot and 

allowed their children to legally take the name of the author. It also during this year that a law was passed 

that politically recognized children born outside of marriage by the subsequent marriage of their parents. 
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the emptying consequences of bourgeois values of succession. Maurice’s stunted growth 

and premature death allegorizes the fate of France, presaging a lack of evolution and the 

need for a new vision of progress and nationhood.With no successor, the Beauchênes lose 

ownership of the factory to its new fertile conquerors, the Froments.  

Mathieu and Marianne’s son, Blaise, takes over the factory, demonstrating the 

success of the Froments who continue to take control of space beyond the confines of 

their home. His presence in the factory, however, reminds Constance Beauchêne of the 

son she lost. Blaise becomes the trace of her son’s nothingness, a “spectre” that haunts 

her and that she seeks to eradicate. Upon hearing Blaise approach a looming pit used as a 

lift to lower heavy items to the factory floors below, Constance, in an act of revenge, 

decides to remain silent, allowing him to fall into the dark cavity. The presence of 

“l’humide gouffre noir, avec la petite lanterne au fond” (Fécondité 578) located within 

the factory recalls the underwater cavern-turn-darkroom and the looming threat of exile 

that Gilliatt must overcome if he is to rescue La Durande and the fate of Second-Empire 

France. The dark abyss continues to swallow up more bodies later in the text when 

Morange, the chief accounting officer, and Alexandre, the illegitimate son of Beauchêne, 

fall victim to its depths. Located within a space of production, the “épaississement 

d’ombre de ce gouffre” (Fécondité 576) generates absence, consuming bodies, and in 

doing so, the very potential for progress. Like Gilliatt, however, the Froments ultimately 

prove victorious when, in Blaise’s place, his brother Denis takes over the factory, thereby 

foiling Constance’s plans and underscoring the family’s biological prosperity as 

paramount to effectively eliminating absence.  
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WRITING AWAY ABSENCE 

The success of the Froment family imagines the future success of France at the 

brink of the twentieth century. In commonplace scenes that connect the family to the 

national body, Mathieu and Marianne Froment embody Zola’s vision for the République 

en marche. The use of militarized language reinforces the family as allegory for the 

nation, as, for example, on the day of Rose Froment’s wedding, when the family walks 

home from the train station like an army on the march: “Comment résister à la force 

heureuse, à la gaieté de cette invasion, lorsque, comme par ce dimanche de fête, la 

famille entière arrivait au galop, conquérait les routes, les rues et les places” (Fécondité 

542). In the myriad idealized images of the Froments in which their strength is 

inextricably linked to the productivity of the land and of the unity of the home, the text 

undermines the exilic effects of Paris, presenting an alternative vision for France that can 

only take place in the fictional world of the novel. 

In this figuration, Mathieu represents a patriarchal figure or the “chef de dynastie” 

of the family (Fécondité 540). Marianne, too, promotes a feminine allegory for the future 

French Republic and offers a new image of maternal beauty that departs from 

representations of female sexuality as depicted by Zola in the Rougon-Macquart. A 

symbol for the nation in French popular imagination, in the text, Marianne is, as Mayer-

Robin posits, “a champion of creative energy” who embodies “a new esthetic, a new ideal 

of maternal beauty in which the image of the female body is resurrected both 
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philosophically and politically as response to fin-de-siècle decadence (“Feminine 

Allegories” 73-74). Catherine Malinas has also argued that Fécondité supports a new 

form of reproduction through the “culte de sein” (182) in the symbolic imagery of breast 

milk, noting that 87 out of 752 pages in the novel referenced milk or the female breast. 

Katrina Perry, however, complicates these feminist readings by highlighting that 

motherhood in fact contains female sexuality and that in Zola’s utopian vision, the 

maternal breast is also a symbol for reproduction threatens the author’s literary enterprise 

and its ability to effect social change (95-97).  

In keeping with Perry’s reading that “Zola cannot write without eradicating the 

sexual creatures that trouble his literary and patriarchal mastery” (96), I contend that the 

family economy of Fécondité is still firmly entrenched in masculine discourse. Indeed, 

the productivity of Mathieu’s family hinges on his patriarchal presence at home. When he 

is in Paris, the land at Chantebled is described as desolate and neglected. The desert-like 

space and “le dénuement du pavillon écarté” where "il n’y avait là que des terrains 

incultes, des marécages, des sables, des champs de pierrailles” (Fécondité 13, 42), is 

imagined as sterile, incapable of producing in the absence of its father-figure. It is not 

until he returns to Chantebled, renouncing Paris and his job at the factory, that the farm 

begins to symbolize the fruitfulness of the family-as-nation.  

Indeded, upon Mathieu’s return, the land yields an abundance of crops, paralleling 

as well, the exponential growth of his family that continues to increase in number and 

generations. The text repeatedly highlights the newfound fertility of the land that, thanks 

to Mathieu’s presence, is no longer barren: 
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A Chantebled, Mathieu et Marianne fondaient, créaient, enfantaient. Et 

pendant les quatres années qui se passèrent, ils furent de nouveau victorieux 

dans l’éternel combat de la vie contre la mort, par cet accroissement continu 

de famille et de terre fertile, qui était comme leur existence même, leur joie et 

leur force. (Fécondité 370) 

Mathieu’s homecoming thus announces and asserts a masculine paradigm for the growth 

of the national family. The once desert-like conditions of Chantebled are replaced with a 

romantic vision of nature where, home now unified, it is a source of life. It also 

anticipates and projects Zola’s return to his family and homeland, and more importantly, 

his biological and artistic virility that is identifiable in Mathieu.85 It is male sexuality, as 

Chantal Bertrand-Jennings has shown, that is tasked with not only controlling female 

libido, but that is tied to artistic creativity: “Seul l’homme peut s’affirmer créateur” (86). 

The greatest threat to the novel’s utopian pursuit, as Perry has equally pointed out, is 

unencumbered sexual and aesthetic desire that is associated with women like Sérafine, 

one of Madame Couteau’s clients who engages in “sterile pleasure” (Perry 96), and with 

bourgeois capitalists such as Beauchêne and decadent intellectuals who see the task of art 

as the search for beauty and pleasure, not social change.  

It is perhaps for these reasons that Zola’s utopian dream is only realized within 

the novel, outside the borders of mainland France. In the only textual reference to utopia 

in its concluding pages, Fécondité offers a new understanding of French nationhood in 

which national family and humanity come together to form a universal city based on the 

values of peace, truth and justice: “le divin rêve, l’utopie généreuse vole à plein ciel, la 

famille fondue dans la nation, la nation fondue dans l’humanité, un seul peuple fraternel 

                                                 
85 Whereas Katrina Perry posits that Dr. Boutan, the voice of population control in the novel, is the voice of 

Zola, David Baguley has argued that it is Mathieu who represents Zola the novelist’s fecundity.   
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faisant du monde une cité unique de paix, de vérité et de justice” (502). The Froments, 

however, must relocate to a foreign land to build this new French identity, reflecting the 

colonial politics of Third-Republic France that sought to “civilize” foreign lands and 

cultures. Mathieu and Marianne’s son, Nicolas decides to leave home when the land at 

Chantebled becomes too crowded: “à ce point qu’il étouffait, menace de famine, en quête 

du large champ rêvé, qu’il cultiverait, où il moissonnerait son pain” (Fécondité 658). He 

is called to the desert planes of North Africa, “cet inconnu des terres immenses, stériles 

encore” (Fécondité 659) to being the work of rebuilding and repopulating.  

Nicolas’ re-birth of the French nation abroad is repeatedly identified with creative 

labor in which he is “un vaillant ouvrier de la vie” who has “même oeuvré mieux que lui 

[Mathieu]” (Fécondité 733). This new Chanteblend that “se taillait un royaume” replaces 

the “vieux sol de France” with the “immensités de l’Afrique vierge, la jeune et géante 

France de demain” (Fécondité 751). It is here where “l’exode, l’expansion humaine par le 

monde, l’humanité en marche, à l’infini” (751) is to be realized. In a troubling image 

reflecting expansionist rhetoric and the ideologies of 1890s France in which the 

feminized and “savage” land is penetrated and civilized, here, Zola maps the regeneration 

of the French population onto foreign lands.86 While this ending does indeed complicate 

the socially liberal politics at work in the novel, it nonetheless, suggests that the vision of 

France that Zola has constructed cannot take place on French soil, at least right now. Put 

otherwise, the optimism that can be read in the novel’s writing away of absence is 

                                                 
86 For more on the ambiguities in the novel’s ideological project and the trend in scholarship to read Zola 

with left-leaning and socialist politics, see Carmen Mayer-Robin “The ‘African Pages’ of Zola’s Fécondité: 

Testimony to Colonial Politics and Attitudes about Race during the French Third Republic.” 
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achieved only through a space of otherness that must be conquered and cultivated. 

Moreover, if Nicolas and his wife Lisbeth successfully fertilize and repopulate the 

African land, it is only within the limits of their own family as no one else has followed 

suite in the thirty years since they’ve been there. As Seillan argues, “La famille Froment 

est condamnée malgré son nombre à demeurer aussi prisonnière de son propre sang que 

celle des Rougon-Macquart.… Chez les Froment, on reste donc entre soi” (193). Their 

reproductive prowess is therefore constrained within their own family and likewise 

within the world of the novel.   

 

CONCLUSION: THE FRUITFULNESS OF EXILE 

What are we to make of this concluding image of the France de demain and the 

contradictory space in which it is to be realized? This ending, as I would like to propose, 

allows us to return to the idea that utopia is a form of exile, figuring displacement in a 

lack of spatial grounding and in its departure from the real. More importantly, it places 

value on rebuilding France from afar. Indeed, the text calls for exile through the voice of 

Dominique, Nicolas and Lisbeth’s son who returns to France to promote expatriation, 

though as Seillan has shown, only to his own family. The text suggests that a new France 

will only take place through an exodus, mirroring in effect Zola’s own displacement and 

suggesting that his self-imposed exile would still serve France. As such, the novel affirms 

that his absence could ultimately prove fruitful.  
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Because home and homeland are concepts essential to the construction of his 

artistic selfhood, Zola must reconfigure what it means to be an artist in exile. As he 

proposes in his Pages d’exil: 

J’en ai assez, j’ai fait mon devoir, je n’ai plus qu’un besoin, celui de me 

remettre tranquillement au travail. S’il le faut, je vivrai ici, je vivrai ailleurs, 

dans n’importe quel coin paisible du monde, et je travaillerai, et ce sera encore 

aimer et servir mon pays, ce pays que déshonore la bande des plus 

abominables scélérats dont l’histoire aura enregistré les noms. (53) 

 

Echoing Hugo’s self-performativity as the poète-proscrit, here Zola identifies his work as 

a service to his nation and the voice of a new France so that his personal suffering 

becomes the suffering for France. He projects his future as an artist from within a space 

of ailleurs, underscoring that he can continue his task as a French author from anywhere. 

Even if Zola sees his public role as over, he nonetheless considers his writing a way to 

love his nation, thereby negotiating his status that slips between presence and absence. 

 In closing, I would like to return to my previous question regarding the difference 

between photography and writing as it concerns the comfort it could provide the exiled 

Zola. Though Fécondité projects very real anxieties over the state of France at the turn of 

the century, the utopian image it presents of a nation in the making takes place outside of 

space and time. Whereas a photograph is constrained to a referential relationship with the 

external world, the novel more readily provides a fictional space with which to construct 

another world. Consequently, Zola’s photographs from Britain visualize the conditions of 

his exile, punctuated with erasure and absence. Because a photograph “is defined by its 

relation to the corpse,” as Cadava explains, “there can be no image that is not also an 
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image of death” (10-11). The photographic image thus becomes an allegory for Zola’s 

estrangement, unfolding the tension between presence and absence.  

In The Theory of the Novel (1916) György Lukács argues that the modern novel is 

an artistic form that expresses what he calls “transcendental homelessness,” or the desire 

to be “at home” everywhere. In Fécondité, the home, like the novel, becomes a place of 

refuge for the exiled artist. The novel is a vehicle through which he re-establishes a 

connection with home, writing away absence in the celebration of the prolific author who 

transcends his alienated condition. Still, Zola’s photographs equally demonstrate the 

quest to be at home anywhere. By re-staging domestic scenes and by taking pictures of 

his new surroundings, his photographs work to familiarize himself with the unfamiliar 

space of his exile. His photographs before and during his exile show to what extent 

Zola’s artistic identity is intimately tied to his ability to reproduce, illustrating the ways in 

which Zola’s Naturalism is always contaminated, inevitably, by the Romantic pursuit of 

an ideal vision of the world. 
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Chapter 3: Fixé à jamais: Pierre Loti and the Nostalgia of Exile 

 

 

“Où suis-je? J’ai souvent dans ma vie changé de place, qu’il m’arrive plus d’une fois de 

ne pas savoir, comme ça tout de suite, au sortir du sommeil.” 

  

—Pierre Loti, La Troisième Jeunesse de Madame Prune, 1905 

 

INTRODUCTION: THE ELSEWHERE IS THE PAST 

During his sixth and final sojourn in Istanbul, Pierre Loti posed for the following 

photograph [fig. 4.1], sitting on a balustrade along the banks of the Bosphorus. In it, 

Loti’s dark figure breaks the empty space of the framed image and the haziness of the 

fluid background. His body and face turned away from the camera, and by extension the 

viewer, Loti appears lost in contemplation, much like the portraits taken of Victor Hugo 

on the rocher des Proscrits nearly sixty years prior. Because Loti does not acknowledge 

the camera in this profile shot, the portrait conveys a sense of candidness and an element 

of anonymity. Perched above a liminal space that separates him from the other side, his 

gaze is longingly fixed in the direction where the waters of the Bosphore converge with 

the land. A meeting point between Asia and Europe, Loti sits on a threshold between the 

here and there, and the then and now:  

 

Oh! Ces deux rives qui se regardent, l’Europe et l’Asie, se montrant l’une l’autre 

des minarets et des palais tout le long du Bosphore, avec des continuels 

changements d’aspect, aux jeux de la lumière orientale. . . ! Comment donc y 

demeurait-il au lieu d’être là-bas? Quelle inconséquence de perdre ici les jours 

comptés de la vie, quand là-bas était le pays des enchantements légers, des 

griseries tristes et exquises par quoi la fuite du temps est oubliée. . . ! (Les 

Désenchantées 7-8) 
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Caught between two worlds in this portrait, the solitary figure on a precipice brings to 

mind Romantic tropes of marginalization and outsiderdom from the beginning of the 

nineteenth century. Indeed, the photograph visualizes the above quoted passage from Les 

Désenchantées (1906), a novel in which the narrator, André Lhéry, a French writer whose 

account of Turkey mirrors in many ways the travels of Loti, expresses his melancholy  

 

 

Figure 4.1 Photographer unknown, Pierre Loti on the Bosphorus, 1910, Istanbul. 

Photograph. 
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vis-à-vis the distance, geographical and metaphoric, that separates him from Istanbul and 

from the past. The implication of disjointedness within this photographic portrait, 

illustrated by the opening of the balustrade’s passageway, suggests exile and the nostalgic 

longing for a lost center.  

In nineteenth-century French artistic production, self-imposed geographical 

displacement and interstitial spaces are privileged forms of alterity through which social 

and cultural self-definition is created, and more importantly, challenged (Hughes, Writing 

Marginality 1). Put otherwise, to be “out of place” was really the means through which to 

find one’s place. This quest for home that is found elsewhere connects to Romanticism of 

the early-nineteenth century and its fascination with a male character’s self-imposed 

alienation from society, searching elsewhere for what it can no longer offer them. In 

keeping with Romanticism, for Loti, as Bernard Marcadé observes, “Partir ‘ailleurs,’ 

c’est finalement toujours rester ‘chez soi’; être ‘chez soi,’ c’est toujours déjà ‘être 

ailleurs.’” (8). However, within twentieth-century Exoticism and Orientalism, the trope of 

exile contrasts with what precedes it in that it no longer signals creative genius and male 

empowerment in the same way. Exile does not affirm the self as center from the 

periphery as it did with mal-du-siècle fiction, but rather signals its loss through themes of 

absence and fragmentation. Indeed, these ideas reflect a new kind of nostalgia 

underpinning the exotic project at the turn of the century that Chris Bongie defines as “a 

discursive practice intent on recovering “elsewhere” values lost within the modernization 

of European society” (5), lost values that point to the very lack of existential center. 
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Wherever Loti traveled, he experienced a nostalgia that he tied to the experience 

of being invariably out of place, writing that “J’ai la nostalgie d’ici et d’ailleurs, je 

voudrais être là-bas et ici . . . je souffre de cette éternelle nostalgie d’où je ne suis pas” 

(Cette Eternelle Nostalgie 378-379). The term nostalgia comes from the Greek root nosos 

meaning “a return to the native land” and algos meaning “suffering or grief.” Following 

the work of Johannes Hofer in the seventeenth century who first coined the term to 

describe the longing for home experienced by soldiers, in the nineteenth century it was 

understood as a medical condition. Today, we understand nostalgia as an idealization of 

the past, however, from its etymology, nostalgia has more to do with space and place, and 

in particular, attachment to one’s sense of home. Nostalgia is also understood as a 

symptom of exile, and in particular, the experience of placelessness that can foster a 

critical awareness of displacement and loss. It is in many ways an effect of exile, each 

based on the condition of absence and wrapped up in issues of remembering and 

forgetting, as we have seen in the case of Victor Hugo and Emile Zola.  

Nostalgia also manifests, like exile, as a loss that is projected onto culturally 

constructed categories of home and elsewhere, categories crucial in the forging of 

identity that were undergoing transformation in Third-Republic France and abroad 

through colonial expansion, urbanization, new modes of travel, and the blurring of 

private and public spheres. In the case of Loti, home and elsewhere are categories that are 

constantly re-imagined, as illustrated, for example, in the transformation of his Rochefort 
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home into an exoticized space that brought the “ailleurs” to and within the normalizing 

space of the home.87 

Pierre Loti’s exile manifests as a series of border crossings, of both temporal and 

geographical thresholds, that inflects the nostalgia of his work. It is indeed how Loti 

perceived his itinerant life at sea as a French naval officer, often using the term “exil” to 

describe the distance and length of time he would be away from home. While certainly 

different than the forced proscriptions of Victor Hugo and Emile Zola, Loti’s maritime 

adventures are significantly, I contend, represented through the language of exile. 

Whereas forms of political exile are typically for an indeterminate period of time, he uses 

the term to designate lengths of time from France. In Pêcheur d’Islande (1886), a very 

successful novel about Breton fisherman, the amount of time Sylvestre would spend at 

sea are marked as exile: “avant cet exil de cinq années, au retour incertain dont 

l’approche inévitable commençait à lui serrer le cœur” and “cinq mois d’inaction et d’exil 

dans cette baie triste” (OC III 324, 406). The sea, an important image in the 

aestheticization of exile as we have seen in the work of Victor Hugo and in the previously 

discussed portrait of Loti, is a non-place or a fluid void in-between home (the past) and a 

place of destination (the future). It symbolizes the uncharted territories of being out of 

place. If in Les Travailleurs de la mer, the sea frames Gilliatt’s oceanic exploits as the 

perilous navigation of psychic and creative exploration,
88

 for Loti, the sea signals the 

                                                 
87 Today, Loti’s house is a popular tourist destination. Loti renovated and curated more than twenty 

different rooms to represent different cultures and periods. For a critical analysis of the house as an 

emblematic example of Loti’s nostalgia and utopianism (in the sense of “no place”), see Thomas Ambrecht. 
88 For more on the image of the sea in nineteenth-century novels, see Margaret Cohen’s compelling study. 
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distance between that which is and that which is no longer, communicating a story of loss 

through the motif of exile. 

Loti’s exile also takes the form of a series of failed returns: return to the past, to 

his childhood, and to places he and those he loved had once experienced. His pilgrimages 

throughout the ailleurs in both his travel writing and in his photographs are both anterior 

and interior, an internal voyage navigating the “ressouvenirs” of the past in exoticized 

spaces of otherness. For Loti, the allure of alterity is not the work of “un aventurier 

désireux de construire des mondes nouveaux,” as Quella-Villéger reminds us, but a desire 

to “reconstituer une mémoire, de vivre ‘au passé’” (Le pèlerin de la planète 13). Thefore, 

the impossible desire to return to the past is a driving force of his exoticism. As Loti 

writes, “Et souvent j’ai eu ce désir,—le seul irréalisable d’une façon absolue, impossible 

même à Dieu,—de retourner . . . en arrière, dans l’abîme des temps révolus” (OC V 595). 

It is this attachment to the past that generates Loti’s “rêverie d’exilé” (OC VI 4), a 

piercing nostalgia that leads to his self-(re)presentation as an exile. In a reversal of cause 

and effect, this differs from the work of Hugo and Zola in which their forced 

proscriptions are what generate feelings of placelessness.  

Loti’s nostalgia for dying cultures and his obsession with recovering memories 

has made his work an exemplar of fin-de-siècle exoticism’s retreat from modernity into 

an idealized anteriority, or what Edward Hughes has called an “entropic imagination” 

(“Exotic Drift” 244) that is projected onto culturally “primitive” lands. While it may 

seem strange that an author “vivant en marge du progrès, contestant les bienfaits de 

l’industrialisation et niant la croyance en le progrès scientifique” (Gaudichon, “Pierre 
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Loti et la photographie”127) came to be a prolific writer-photographer of the long 

nineteenth century, his attitude towards the emerging technology is equally one of 

nostalgia.  

The numerous portraits taken of Loti in different costumes, posing against painted 

backdrops made to look like Oriental scenes, and the photographs he took during his 

“exiles” in China, Japan, Turkey, North Africa, Iran, India, and the Middle East are the 

work of what Bruno Gaudichon terms “un nostalgique qui prépare les éléments de sa 

propre mémoire” (126). Intimately, and perhaps desperately, connected to exoticim’s 

narrative of loss in the age of global, colonial, and technological expansion, these images, 

when read in dialogue with Loti’s theories on photography, reveal an attempt to preserve 

the exotic imaginary in a cliché—an immobile snapshot that likewise connotes a 

conventional image. By arresting the exotic subject within the frame, the photographs 

seem to protect against its perceived decline. More importantly for this chapter, as I will 

argue, Loti’s photographs of the exotic create a world of exile in which he self-

consciously drives away his French self in order to assume eccentric, marginalized, and 

exotic personae. In contrast to Victor Hugo and Emile Zola, whose involuntary exiles 

imposed the removal of their French identities and a separation with France-as-home, 

Loti’s self-constructed exile is a form of escape from fin-de-siècle France and the process 

of modernization taking place there. 

Pierre Loti’s “Europhobia” has made him a public figure largely remembered as a 

marginalized author. Until Roland Barthes’ rehabilitation of Loti’s writing in his 1980 

essay on Aziyadé (1879), and the emergence of postcolonial studies with the publication 



 198 

of Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978), the author has suffered from a “vértiable discredit” 

(Quella-Villégér, Le pèlerin de la planète 8), seemingly misunderstood at best, and at 

worst, ignored. Due in part to the controversy elicited by the racial stereotyping, 

problematic othering, and subsequent exploitation of cultures, Loti has essentially 

remained, critically speaking, absent. However, this lack of literary criticism obscures the 

fact that the French officer enjoyed a very successful literary career, was well-known in 

Parisian salons during his lifetime, was admired by authors like Proust, and was elected 

(in preference to Emile Zola) to the Académie Française in 1892. His legacy today as an 

outsider is largely prefigured by the author who (re)presented fictional versions of 

himself in both his travel literature and photographic portraits as a placeless character 

suffering from wanderlust.  

Texts like Aziyadé (first published anonymously), largely based on the author’s 

personal experiences as a naval officer, transform Julien Viaud into the protagonist, 

Pierre Loti, of his own story. That Pierre Loti’s artistic identity is a construction of his 

artistic identity is further reinforced in that this pseudonym later appeared as the penname 

for his subsequent novels and was officially recognized by the Académie. Photographic 

portraits taken of Loti dressed in different costumes and posing in rooms of his home that 

had been designed and decorated to look like the foreign lands he traveled to, helped to 

build a myth around the author, shifting and indeterminate as his exotic identities, as one 

that did not conform to convention. During his lifetime, Loti was well aware of his 

marginalized persona and even viewed himself as a spokesperson for the unorthodox: “Je 

sens que je représente pour ceux qui m’écoutent un être à part, un peu merveilleux et très 



 199 

étrange” (my emphasis, qtd. in Vercier, Pierre Loti portraits 5). Loti thus imagines in 

himself the difference that he would seek out in the exotic, though, as we will see, his 

constructed self-exile is often marked with frustration that he was himself an exiler, an 

agent in the homogenizing forces of modernity and colonialism. 

The fascination with the life (and lives) of Loti, and the close link between his 

travels and those of the characters in his texts, has led to a privileging of biographical 

studies on the author.89 The emphasis placed on Loti’s enigmatic and nomadic qualities is 

not without reason, as he spent the majority of his artistic career outside mainland France. 

More recently, Lotian scholarship has focused on the exotic and erotic appropriation of 

the other in Loti’s cross-cultural encounters, addressing not only the inconsistencies 

between the author’s criticism of French colonial politics and his role in their 

propagation, but through a re-assessment of Said’s theories in the work of Lisa Lowe and 

Margaret Topping, these studies have sought to restore and elucidate the tensions in 

Loti’s writing, allowing room for interaction and ambiguity within the colonial context.90  

Both Edward Hughes and Chris Bongie have demonstrated that Loti, like many of 

his contemporaries, actively resists showing traces of colonial influence in his 

representations of foreign lands as a strategy for preserving the exotic subject from the 

corruption of Western Europe. Loti’s melancholic longing for the way things were in his 

                                                 
89 The work of Alain Quella-Villéger, Alain Buisine, and Bruno Vercier, the three leading Loti scholars, 

has been essential for this chapter.  
90 On Loti’s critique of French colonial policy, see Alain Quella-Villéger’s chapter “De l’anticoloniaisme 

au scandale” in Pierre Loti: Le Pèlerin de la planète and Richard Berrong, “Pierre Loti the Anti-

Colonialist: Pêcheur D’Islande.” For more on exoticism and sexuality see Hélène de Burgh, as well as 

Richard Berrong’s article “Portraying Same-Sex Desire in Nineteenth-Century French Literature: Pierre 

Loti’s Aziyadé.” 
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celebration of cultural difference has clear ties to an “imperialist nostalgia,” to borrow the 

term from Renato Rosaldo, that is “often found under imperialism, where people mourn 

the passing of what they themselves have transformed” (68). This effort to keep the other 

a clichéd site of Oriental fantasy implicitly signals the undoing of “the exotic” as an 

alternative to the decadence of modern culture.  

The question of how to best represent the Orient is one that preoccupied Loti 

during his artistic career and one that points to a crisis of identity  and representation for 

the author who feared that his memories, like the exotic subject, were quickly 

disappearing: “Mon Dieu, mes souvenirs s’en vont déjà, je le sens, tout s’efface; chaque 

jour je cherche à en fixer les bribes sur mon papier: effort inutile, je ne puis les traduire 

par des mots, et quand je relis après, je ne les retrouve plus: les phrases écrites, froides et 

impuissantes, ne me rappellent plus rien. . .” (qtd. in Buisine, L’Ecrivain et son double 

63). Loti’s theories on photography speak to this experience of absence at the heart of his 

self-exile and posit that the modern technology, endlessly reproducible as it may be, is in 

fact the ideal medium for transposing his nostalgia. Though the writer perceived himself 

“impuissant à peindre et à fixer avec des mots ce que je vois et ce que je sens, ce que je 

souffre” (OC VI 34), he found in photography a potential solution to the gap between 

experience and representation. Unlike painting and writing, for Loti, a photographic 

image captured the tension between permanence and transience, a tension he grappled 

with not only at the level of representation, but also in terms of his artistic identity. 

Though Loti’s photography has garnered interest from scholars following an 1985 

exhibition at the Musée Sainte-Croix entitled Pierre Loti photographe, these studies 
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focus primarily on historical and biographical research and fail to engage critically with 

his writing (even if accompanied with excerpts from his novels and journals), instead 

using the photographs to illustrate the text rather than provide visual analysis.
91

 I contend 

that this lesser-known aspect of his artistic production is critical for understanding Loti’s 

often touted nostalgia, his inconsistent attitudes towards colonialism and Westernization, 

and more broadly, twentieth-century exoticism’s desire (and failure) to connect with an 

imagined past elsewhere. Approaching Loti’s romanticization of the past through the lens 

of exoticist discourse and orientalist representations is a useful mode of reading his 

nostalgia; however, no work to date has placed his writing and photography in the 

context of exile to investigate these practices. It therefore remains to be seen how the 

Romantic trope of exile shapes Loti’s anxious and anachronistic writing of the exotic as a 

space of l’autrefois at the end of the nineteenth century and beginning of the twentieth 

century.  

Useful for this study of Loti as a figure of exile is James Buzard’s work on 

nineteenth-century travel and the culturally coded distinction between “the traveler” and 

“the tourist” at this time. The nineteenth-century traveler as s/he was imagined articulated 

the ideals of the flâneur of Paris that were no longer possible in the urban metropolis. 

Secluded from bourgeois society, the traveler’s quest for an “authentic” cultural 

                                                 
91 The following studies on Pierre Loti and photography have greatly informed this chapter and will be 

further explored in the sections that follow: Bruno Vercier, Pierre Loti portraits: les fantaisies changeantes 

and Les Orients de Pierre Loti par la photographie; Alain Quella-Villéger and Bruno Vercier, Pierre Loti 

photographe; Margaret Topping, “This is not a photo opportunity : verbal/visual struggle in Francophone 

travel narratives”;  and Caroline Ferrais-Besso, “Dans le passé mort: Pierre Loti, Images, and Time.” 

Additionally, the special issue on “Pierre Loti et la photographie” in the Revue Pierre Loti 22 (2012) 

contains several brief but insightful essays that will be noted in later sections.   
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experience is distinct from that of the negative connotations associated with the tourist. 

Whereas the tourist follows trends that reduce the world to sameness and familiarity, the 

traveler seeks out difference “off the beaten track” where culture has not yet been marred 

by the decay of society. To be cut off from society offered the travler a “psychic 

liberation from domestic social life and the self defined there” (Buzard 18) for the 

traveler. For Loti, the disjunctions of travel distinguished himself from the tourist who 

brings with him/her the forces of modernity and also aligned the naval officer’s image 

with a romantic figure whose refined emotional and aesthetic sensibilities are confirmed 

via exilic spaces.  

A key feature of the dichotomy between traveler and tourist that we find in Loti’s 

representations of exile is that the former is able to transform the dislocations of travel 

into an aesthetic experience, thereby preserving difference, or at least in theory. If, as 

Chris Bongie explains, fin-de-siècle exoticism copes with “a real absence of alternative 

worlds” and is “a story about loss (the loss of tradition, the loss of alternatives, the loss of 

the possibility of an “authentic experience”) (6), then the trope of exile is an important 

point of departure for understanding the stakes of Loti’s nostalgia at the turn of the 

century. In this chapter, I seek to elucidate the aesthetic strategies Loti uses to identify 

himself in a position of marginality through exile. I ask, why is it that Loti represents his 

travels as a form of exile and what effect does this have on how we read his nostalgia? 

Given that exoticism signals an escape from the homogenization of Westernization, 

where does the exiled Loti find his sense of place, if at all? And how does photography, a 
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modern technology that transforms experience and selfhood into a reproducible and 

absence/presence, structure Loti’s nostalgia for the past?  

My intent in asking these questions is to examine the significance of Loti’s self-

identification as an exile within the context of fin-de-siècle France, its search for a 

“golden age” in exotic worlds, and how these ideas relate to the construction of artistic 

identity during this time. In what follows, I first analyze Loti’s writings on photography 

to situate his theories and practice of the medium as one of nostalgia that communicates 

absence both in its form and content. Loti theorizes photographic representation as an 

ideal medium for representing the Orient because the static images memorialize an event 

rendering the past present, while simultaneously conveying the passing of time. 

Secondly, I analyze more closely the different valences of exile in his work to understand 

the strategies Loti uses to see himself within the alterity of exile as a means of 

reconnecting with an imagined past. Looking at the motif of exile in both his photographs 

and in Aziyadé and Les Désenchantées, two novels that fictionalize the writer-

photographer’s sojourns in Turkey and that recount the struggle to find “authentic” 

spaces of otherness within the disappearing exotic imaginary, I explore in what ways 

Julien Viaud’s fictions of exile frame his artistic identity outside the French colonial 

context and within the constructed Romantic persona of Pierre Loti.  

By presenting his travels as a form of exile in these texts and photographs, Loti 

distances himself from the artificiality and banality associated with the modern forces 

(tourism, colonialism, exoticism) responsible for the loss of an “authentic” experience. 

His attempt to impose meaning on the exotic subject, which is to say to connect with the 



 204 

past in the “elsewhere,” is only possible through the performance of his own exile. Loti 

then becomes the force of his own placelessness and that of the exotic. As I will show, 

the curated, selected, and arranged images of Turkey maintain Loti’s Oriental fantasy by 

not only divorcing the environment from the present realities of colonialism and tourism, 

but also by figuring Loti’s disappearance from the scenes. This form of cultural exile 

continues in Loti’s portraits in which he anxiously dispels his “Frenchness” through an 

affected cultural conversion. Ultimately, I contend that Loti is too successful in imposing 

his own exile and consequently risks becoming a thing of the past, a Romantic cliché 

unable take part in modern history.   

 

WANDERLUST AND VISIONS OF THE AILLEURS 

In order to understand the connections between photography and Loti’s 

representations of exile as the experience of nostalgia, we first need to contextualize his 

longstanding engagement with visual art and its influence on the author’s conceptions of 

home and the exotic. In his fictionalized memoirs, Le Roman d’un enfant (1890), Pierre 

Loti draws attention to the visual quality of his first experiences of the world, drawing 

upon striking photographic metaphors to describe his earliest memories: 

Au début, ma tête toute neuve et encore obscure pourrait aussi être comparé à un 

appareil de photographe rempli de glaces sensibilisées. Sur ces plaques vierges, 

les objets insuffisamment éclairés ne donnent rien; tandis que, au contraire, quand 

tombe sur elles une vive clarté quelconque, elles se cernent de larges taches 

claires, où les choses inconnues du dehors viennent se graver. (OC V 230-1)  
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The awakening of his consciousness is figured, here, as a photographic process in which 

his mind takes on the form and function of a camera. The foundational experiences that 

have shaped his sense of selfhood are described as permanent images engraved in his 

mind’s eye. While a long tradition of painters and writers used the metaphor of the 

camera (and camera obscura) well before Loti to describe perception and memory, it is 

indeed telling that photography is the structuring device around which the author 

composes his own myth. Likening the processes of forgetting and remembering to the 

development of photographic plates also points to his lifelong passion for images and the 

formative influence he attributed to the realm of visual arts on his future.  

Indeed, Loti’s initiation into visual arts is deeply connected to his first 

experiences of ailleurs that were mediated through images, many photographic, and that 

fostered a desire on the part of the author to leave home. As a child, he painted stage 

decorations and elaborate backdrops to put on a theater production of Peau-d’Ane, a 

seventeenth-century fairytale that he credited for first stimulating his desire for travel: 

“tous les rêves d’habitations enchantées, de luxes étranges que j’ai plus ou moins réalisés 

plus tard, dans divers coins du monde, ont pris forme, pour la première fois, sur ce théâtre 

de Peau-d’Ane. . . . je pourrais presque dire que toute la chimère de ma vie a été d’abord 

essayée, mise en action sur cette très petite scène-là” (OC V 396). Visual works of art 

also greatly shaped Loti’s first conceptions of the beyond. Gustave Viaud, Loti’s much 

loved and admired older brother, for example, sent him illustrated books and calotypes 

that he took of Tahiti in 1862 that were hung in the family home. Stationed there as a 

naval doctor, Gustave was the first European to photograph Tahiti (Gaudichon 125-128).  
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Marie Viaud Bon, Loti’s sister, was also a painter who kept an atelier in their 

home at Rochefort and whose travels in Switzerland cultivated Loti’s longing to see 

mountains. In Le Roman d’un enfant, the narrator explains that the numerous paintings 

and letters Marie sent him could not satiate his dream of seeing foreign lands with his 

own eyes: 

Moi, qui n’étais jamais sorti de nos plaines monotones, je rêvais de voir des 

montagnes. . . . Ma sœur, pendant un voyage autour du lac Lucerne, m’en avait 

envoyé des descriptions, m’en avait écrit de longues lettres, comme on n’en 

adresse pas ordinaire à des enfants de l’âge que j’avais alors. Et mes notions 

s’étaient complétées de photographies de glaciers, qu’elle m’avait rapportées pour 

mon stéréoscope. Mais je désirais ardemment voir la réalité de ces choses. (OC V 

397) 

 

The stereoscopic images of Lake Lucerne materialized what had, thus far, only existed in 

Loti’s imagination; however, as analogous as the plates were to the real thing, they could 

not fulfill his goal of seeing the mountains firsthand. Similarly, Gustave’s photographs 

taken in Tahiti made it “l’île rêvée” (OC I 63) for Loti who would eventually follow in 

the footsteps of his maritime brother, visiting the island in 1872, a trip that lead to the 

publication of the popular semi-autobiographical novel, Le Mariage de Loti (1880).92 

Photographic images were thus a way to discover the far-stretched corners of the world 

from the comfort and safety of home, while at the same time, prompting the very desire 

to leave its confines.  

From early on, photography, for Loti, was associated with the familial and 

feminine space of the home. In “Photographies d’hier et d’aujourd’hui” (1909, 1910), a 

                                                 
92 It is also interesting to note that this novel was required reading for French government officials 

stationed in Oceania. See Edward Hughes, Writing Marginality in Modern French Literature (11).  
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short memoir that describes his first attempts and photographing, Loti explains that his 

aunt Corinne (really the sister of Loti’s grandfather) first nurtured his interest in the 

medium in the early 1860s, hoping to give the young Julien a new hobby.93 His first 

subjects were family members, including his mother, sister, aunts, and grandmother, who 

posed as models for the aspiring photographer. Not only were the images developed at 

home in the “caveau” under the instruction of his aunt, but the house’s courtyard offered 

an ideal outdoor studio for their portraits replete with an “adorable vieux mur, tapissé de 

lierre, de chèvrefeuille, et de glycine” and “pour accessoire, une banquette aux pierres 

moussues” (“Photos d’hier” 212). Emerging from the underground darkroom, it was in 

this courtyard that Julien would triumphantly display the developed images to his 

audience. 

The space of the home and the world outside of it (existing for the young Julien 

only in images) therefore shaped the author’s foray into photography. This is indeed 

significant given that, for Loti, the house symbolized a sacred space and a refuge from 

the uncertainty of the outside world. If outside the home represented the unknown, its 

protective borders provided security and a physical link to his past. In the house’s Salon 

Rouge, for example, hung all the family portraits painted by Marie and other artists 

(Ferrais-Besso 117). The outdoor photography studio was also both the cour and coeur of 

                                                 
93 It is noteworthy that Corinne was an amateur photographer at a time when the field was largely male-

dominated and before the invention of the hand-held Kodak camera. In the British context, Juliet Margaret 

Cameron, Constance Talbot (the wife of Henry Fox Talbot), and Anna Atkins were prominent women 

photographers, however, in France it is unusual to find instances of women photographers until the 

introduction of Kodak camera and celluloid film in the 1880s. That is not to say that women were not 

practicing photography in France at this time, as the case of Loti’s aunt illustrates, but that these cases were 

not documented and remain untold. C. Jane Grover observes that already in the 1850s and 1860s in 

America, women were encouraged to practice photography in photography journals. See The Positive 

Image: Women Photographers in Turn-of-the-Century America (6).  
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the house, as Thomas Ambrecht proposes, and was a symbolically charged locale whose 

importance should not be overlooked (87). In his description of the courtyard, the 

narrator of Le Roman d’un enfant observes that “il me semblait que ce fût-là mon 

principal domaine, et je l’adorais . . .” (OC V 313). Reflecting back on his childhood and 

the importance of this space, the narrator comments that it was in the courtyard that a 

small water font constructed by his brother became not only “le coin du monde auquel je 

reste le plus fidèlement attaché,” but also a formative place that equally prompted his life 

at sea: “La consécration définitive de ce lieu lui est venue, je crois, de mon métier de 

mer; de mes lointains voyages, de mes longs exils, pendant lesquels j’y ai repensé et l’ai 

revue avec amour” (OC V 345). 

As an officer in the French Navy, Loti continued his engagement with visual 

modes of representation. In addition to drawing in the margins of his journals, he also 

published many ink and pencil drawings in L’Illustration and Monde illustré in order to 

offset the family’s precarious finances following the death of his father.94 And though he 

locked away the camera given to him by Corinne, unimpressed by the medium as a child, 

later in life, Loti returned to photography, taking roughly a thousand photographs during 

his stays in China, Japan, Turkey, Japan, North Africa, the Middle East, Iran, and India 

from 1894-1907. Far from a photojournalist or ethnographer, Loti and by extension his 

photographs have been read in light of his nostalgia and that of fin-de-siècle France. But 

                                                 
94 Loti also used photographs, though not taken by him, to illustrate articles he wrote, including one 

published in L’Illustration on 19 Apr. 1919 entitled “Turcs et Arméniens” that included documentary 

images of Muslims killed by Armenians.Bruno Gaudichon posits that Loti used photography in his capacity 

as journalist, he also concedes that many of the published photographs are anonymous and were not chosen 

by Loti. See Gaudichon, “Pierre Loti et la photographie” (127). 
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what does it mean exactly to say that Loti’s relationship with photography was one of 

nostalgia? In the section that follows, I explore the author’s theories on photography, 

focusing on his perception of time both in the descriptions of the medium’s development 

over the course of the nineteenth century and in his review of photographs taken by 

Gervais-Couretellemont for Charles Lallemand’s publication, Le Caire (1893). If his 

writing has been compared to Impressionism and its goals of representing the dynamism 

and instantaneity of impressions on the canvas,95 so too do Loti’s observations on 

photography emphasize the ephemeral nature of experience that could be “fixé à jamais” 

in a photograph.96  

 

THE MAGIC OF PHOTOGRAPHY 

In “Photographies d’aujourd’hui et d’hier,” Loti elaborates on the more technical 

and theoretical aspects of photography so that by tracing his memoirs, the reader also 

sees how the medium evolved during his lifetime. In the first half of the text centered on 

the 1860s, but written in 1909 when Loti was already taking photographs, he stresses the 

magical and phantasmagoric quality of the development process. Drawing parallels 

between photography and drawing, he explains how he would watch awe-struck in the 

                                                 
95 For a comprehensive study on Pierre Loti’s impressionistic aesthetics in his writing, see Berrong (2014). 

Though his analysis ignores the formal differences between verbal and visual representation, Berrong 

provides meticulous research on Loti and the visual arts. See also, Alain Quella-Villéger and Bruno 

Vercier, Pierre Loti dessinateur (2013). 
96 In a journal entry on 27 June 1894, Loti writes about the strange experience of viewing photographs he 

took on a trip to the Arabian Desert with Léo Thémèze projected onto a white screen: “Et c’est si étrange 

de voir reparaître là grands et lumineux, les moindres aspects furtifs des choses là-bas, nos silhouettes 

d’une seconde sur nos chameaux, nos attitudes, nos gestes fixé à jamais.” See Gaudichon, “Pierre Loti et la 

photographie” (126). 
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underground darkroom as his aunt mixed “ses drogues magiques” that could “dessiner 

des visages animés” (“Photos d’hier” 212). Yet his initial wonder at such a mysterious 

process no sooner offered disappointment to Loti who wanted to find a way to “faire 

aussi sortir les couleurs” (“Photos d’hier” 213). If the camera could make an image 

appear, couldn’t it also capture the vibrant colors of the natural world instead of turning 

everything into “grisailles?” Much to his dismay, Corinne explains to her nephew that 

unless sorcery is involved, color-photography would remain a “rêve irréalisable” (213). 

Even the level of precision achieved in one portrait of Monsieur Souris, Loti’s cherished 

cat, that was so detailed that each whisker of his moustache could be counted could not 

help to overcome his dissatisfaction with the lack of color. Significantly, however, what 

Loti does appreciate in Monsieur Souris’ portrait is the “expression souriante et naturelle” 

that captures “une âme supérieure de chat” (“Photos d’hier” 214). Expression, “natural” 

effect, and the capacity to convey the inexpressible are valued in addition to, and perhaps 

more than, photography’s mimetic qualities.  

Loti’s valuation of the overall effect and artistic expression in photographic 

images over attention to detail is also highlighted his review of photographs taken by 

Gervais-Courtellemont, a friend and professional photographer with whom he would 

collaborate throughout his artistic career.97 In an 1893 preface for Le Caire, a 

photographically illustrated book written by Charles Lallemand that included images 

taken by his son-in-law, Gervais-Courtellemont, Loti extols the photographer’s level of 

                                                 
97 Pierre Loti commissioned Gervais-Courtellemont to use his photographs to illustrate his book Au Maroc 

(1890). 
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artistry. In the preface, Loti first likens his photographs to “un monument impérissable” 

that captures the architecture, attitudes, expressions, and all the “infimes détails” of a 

civilization imagined on the brink of destruction (Preface). The photographic images take 

on monolithic importance as indestructible visual traces of an exoticized culture. Loti is 

impressed by the images’ ability to convey and eternalize the phantasmagoria of life in 

Egypt, “les horizons fuyants” and the “éclairages étranges qui ne durent qu’une seconde” 

(Preface), in the face of industry that threatens to disfigure it.  

Yet what he admires even more than the photographer’s documentary process “un 

peu magique” is his selectivity of a certain moment or the “goût qui a guidé le choix 

exquis de [ses] images” (Preface). Written a year before Loti would begin taking his own 

photographs abroad, in this preface the author calls attention to the camera’s room for 

artistic agency, and in particular, its incomparability in representations of the Orient. He 

proposes that photography is perhaps the ideal medium for expressing a (Western) 

nostalgic vision because it arrests the ephemerality of experience, while at the same time, 

conveying its transitory nature for the viewer. Loti understands a photograph to be, as 

Ferrais-Besso observes, “a technological feat that is also capable of retaining memory, so 

that it communicates something about the passing of time even as it allows one to pass 

through it” (113).  

In his critique, Loti also recognizes photography as an “oeuvre d’art”  and one 

that is in fact far superior than the pen or paintbrush: “elle rend presque inutile l’effort de 

tous ceux qu’avait charmés avant vous cet Orient profond et qui, par les moyens anciens, 

s’épuisaient à l’exprimer, soit avec des pinceaux et des couleurs, soit avec des sonorités, 
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des mots. A quoi bon peindre ou d’écrire après que vous avez passé par là…” (Preface). 

Rather than diminish artistic genius as Baudelaire had feared in his writings on 

photography in the Salon de 1859, Loti stresses that photography is in fact more effective 

and evocative than other outdated practices. Unlike painting that relies on the hand of the 

artist to interpret his/her vision, the camera apparatus produces an image likened to a 

resilient monument. Photographs memorialize a scene by reproducing it as it exists in the 

external world, but one, however, that is framed by the artist’s taste. The technology’s 

uniqueness, as Loti suggests in his analysis, thus lies in photography’s ability to function 

as a tool for memory and its ability to move beyond documentation to capture the artist’s 

intentional vision.  

The second half of “Photographies d’hier et d’aujourd’hui,” discusses Gervais-

Courtellemont’s visit to Rochefort in 1909 to photograph the family house. This fast 

forward in the life of Loti parallels developments in the history of photography as the 

once impossible dream of seeing color photography is finally realized. Using the 

Autochrome Lumière process patented just years prior in 1903 and marketed in 1907, 

Gervais-Courtellemont reveals to the author the “miracle des couleurs!” (“Photos d’hier” 

216). Though the developmental process mirrors that of Corinne’s decades prior (they 

both use the same “positifs directs sur verre”), the somber grey tones have been replaced 

by a “mosaïques d’éclatantes couleurs” (“Photos d’hier” 219). Despite this artistic 

achievement, Loti is left unfulfilled and even surprised to find himself not more moved 

by the new technology: “En outre, moi, qui jadis aurais sauté d’une jolie folie, et peut-

être aussi tremblé d’un peu d’épouvante, si j’avais vu tant de belles couleurs éclater sur 
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les glaces à images, je reste plutôt impassible aujourd’hui devant cette merveille” 

(“Photos d’hier” 221).  

How do we explain this reaction on the part of the author? Caroline Ferrais-Besso 

argues that the “colored perfection” of Gervais-Courtellemont’s images reproduced 

nature too perfectly and that because they robbed the artist of his agency, Loti preferred 

the colorless and imperfect photographs taken by his aunt that made no “claim to 

realism” (115). Her recent study justly situates Loti as a theoretician of photography and 

provides expert analysis of the author’s writings on the medium, particularly in relation to 

Loti’s perception of time and memory. Yet her claim that Loti’s dissatisfaction with color 

photography is rooted in the alleged lack of artistic agency on the part of the artist and 

makes no reference to where in Loti’s writing she finds evidence for the following 

statement: “The imagined, realistically colored perfection proves unsatisfactory, perhaps 

because in Loti’s words, when the photographer gained the ability to replicate nature so 

perfectly that a whole world could be encapsulated in an image, he was also seemingly 

robbed of his agency” (115). Instead, I would like to propose that if Loti remains 

unsatisfied with color photography, it has little to do with the supposed hyper-reality of 

the images and more to do with his nostalgic perception of time. 

Indeed, “la réalisation si complète de ce que [Loti] avait autrefois rêvé comme 

l’impossible” (“Photos d’hier” 221) does not signal the realization of an image too 

perfect, but rather the realization of a dream that marks the end of an era in Loti’s life. As 

he makes clear: 
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C’est que, voilà, dans l’intervalle il s’est passé une chose effrayante, plus 

implacablement définitive que le soudage d’un couvercle de cercueil: la vie qui, à 

l’époque des premières photographies en grisailles était en avant de ma route, a 

glissé vite, vite … comme sur une pente où tout s’accélère en vertige, et à présent 

elle est presque toute derrière moi, demain elle sera partie; demain je ne percevrai 

plus ni les couleurs ni le soleil, et déjà sans doute je commence par m’en 

désintéresser. (221)  

 

Here, Loti reflects back to his childhood as he watches the colors of his “logis orient” 

appear on the glass plates. He expresses a sense of loss, connecting his indifference to the 

achievement in photography with the piercing awareness of his own mortality. In other 

words, what was once impossible when Loti was young has now been fulfilled, and with 

that, the bleak reality of life’s transience. Underscored in this passage through the use of 

past, present, and future tenses, Loti experiences the pangs of his own impermanence 

that, stimulated by the miracle of color photography, foretells his eventual absence and 

the inability to perceive anything at all. Unable or unwilling to keep up with technology, 

it is perhaps for this reason that Loti, an author known by scholars for a writing style 

“décoloriste” and “demi-impressionnée,” continued to represent using ashen-grey tones 

with his own camera.98  

If technical developments in photography could transpose the external world in all 

its vibrancy, the dynamism of color only served to heighten in what ways the 

photographed subject, like Aunt Corinne who had passed away in 1878, was irrevocably 

absent. Indeed, as Ferrais-Besso has equally pointed out, the two sections of 

“Photographies d’hier et d’aujourd’hui” share many similarities that, in turn, draw 

                                                 
98 Alain Quella-Villéger makes the connection between Loti’s writing style “décoloriste” and his use of 

black and white photography in his introduction for Istanbul: Le regard de Pierre Loti (14). Similarly, 

Alain Buisine discusses Loti’s “under-exposed” writing through the metaphor of photography in Pierre 

Loti: Le pèlerin de la planète (30-31).  
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attention to their principal difference, the passing of time and with it, loved ones. Both 

recount days “sensiblement pareil à [s]on enfance” (“Photos d’hier” 216) that take place 

in the month of May and that describe the family’s outdoor courtyard where the “même 

petit décor resté immuable” and where “rien n’a changé” (“Photos d’hier” 220). 

However, one significant difference haunts the text: Loti’s “tante-photographe” who 

“s’en est allée dormir au cimetière” (“Photos d’hier” 215) has been replaced by Gervais-

Courtellemont. His theories on photographic representation thus foster a reflection on the 

interval of time that separates the past from the present. As Ferrais-Bessso observes, “The 

truthfulness of color pictures serves as a painful reminder that time passes, destroying 

lives and sending them into oblivion: between Loti’s childhood and 1910, nothing has 

changed in the physical picture, but some people have disappeared” (original emphasis, 

116). Anticipating twentieth-century critics like Barthes, Loti’s nostalgic attitude towards 

photography thus highlights the representation of experience as one of absence. 

Nostalgia is indeed another dimension of Gervais-Courtellemont’s photographs 

taken of Turkey that the author is drawn to. His photos, according to Loti, have 

succeeded in fixing the ephemeral by seizing the ever-fleeting Turkish sky through 

photographic representation. “Ces vues colorées” elicit a “frisson de ces nostalgies” that 

“aucun mot n’exprime…” (“Photos d’hier” 217). Rather than simply freeze time, his 

photographs are evocative because they convey its transitory nature for the viewer, 

capturing a subject that is “essentiellement changeante et sans durée … ainsi pour 

toujours, avec son dernier coloris d’un instant” (217). This idea is beautifully illustrated 

in Loti’s own photographs of Turkey that foreground movement and shadows. In one  
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Figure 4.2 Pierre Loti, Sailboats on the Golden Horn (la Corne d’Or), date unknown, 

Istanbul. Photograph. 

 

photograph [fig. 4.2] taken from the waters of the Bosphore, for example, countless 

seagulls fly in all directions, some mere specs on the foggy horizon, others blending into 

the movement of the waves. The birds’ indistinct figures likewise highlight motion within 

the static frame. The scene captures a moment of departure, an idea further reinforced in 

the position of the sailboats extending beyond the left-side of the frame. In this image, the 

viewer has the impression that if the photograph was taken just a moment later, the flock 

of seagulls and the sailboats would no longer be visible and that they would instead be 

replaced by the thick veil of fog looming in the distance, an indexical trace of 
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modernization that threatens to erase it. The photograph illustrates in a stationary moment 

the elusive state of the exotic subject in the twentieth century as it was perceived by Loti, 

on the verge of disappearing and haunted by its own imminent absence.  

The modernity of photography, as Loti theorizes, does not lay in its analogous 

representation of the external world, but rather in its nostalgic effect on the viewer, 

something that words and other modes of visual production failed to do, or at least in the 

same way. The transient materiality of a photograph discussed by Loti in these texts 

gestures towards a problematics of representation underpinning his nostalgia and how to 

best represent it. Loti repeatedly refers to the limits of verbal representation in his writing 

as incapable of capturing the “inexprimé qui dormait entre les lignes, entre les mots 

impuissants et sourds” (OC VI 6). The challenge for Loti was to find a mode of 

expression that could capture experience as the process of exile, or as he puts it, “les 

choses vivantes sous leurs aspects de mort” (OC VI 6).99 The permanence of a 

photograph modified the experience of time, in ways that revealed its impermanence and 

the uncomfortable truth of oblivion. If Loti’s obsession with photography stemmed from 

the desire to amass “une source de témoignages sur son propre vécu,” (Gaudichon, 

“Pierre Loti et la photographie” 127) it furthermore indicates that Loti viewed 

photography not in terms of modern history’s emphasis on physical realities, but rather as 

a medium that visualized an internal struggle for selfhood and permanence, a struggle 

that permeated fin-de-siècle culture.    

                                                 
99 Fantôme d’Orient exemplifies this funerary lens in that the text is written from the perspective of Pierre 

Loti, the protagonist in Aziyadé who dies at the end of the novel. It is, chronologically speaking, an 

impossible posthumous text or what Buisine calls “une écriture d’outre-tombe” (L’Ecrivain et son double 

153).  
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AT HOME IN EXILE 

Loti’s discovery of the world and first memories that he describes as sudden 

flashes of light bring to mind the image of the camera: “Au sortir de ma nuit première, 

mon esprit ne s’est pas éclairé progressivement, par lueurs graduées; mais par jets de 

clartés brusques—qui devaient dilater tout à coup mes yeux d’enfant” (OC V 289). This 

sense of instantaneity is mirrored in the formal style of Le Roman d’un enfant. In it, the 

narrator explains to the reader that the story of his youth will not be told using a 

descriptive writing style beholden to fastidious details, but rather, each of the chapters 

will focus on a particular brief and abrupt memory that has stayed with him. The isolated 

chapters take on the properties of photographic representation in that they endeavor to, as 

the narrator describes, “seulement noter, sans suite, ni transitions, des instants qui [lui] 

ont frappé” (OC V 230). Recalling in many ways the immediacy associated with a 

snapshot, the text is not concerned with exhaustive details or a linear plot as much as 

individual moments that he remembers with “une netteté complète” (OC V 230).  

That Loti’s descriptions of his writing employ visual metaphors is further 

reinforced in his essay “Constantinople en 1890” in L’Exilée, in which he writes that 

“Une fois de plus, ceux qui voudront bien me suivre devront se résigner à regarder par 

mes yeux, c’est presque à travers mon âme qu’ils vont apercevoir le grand Stamboul...” 

(OC VI 333). Loti thus invites us to read his texts as filtered through the artist’s vision 

and as forms of verbal representation that conjure up visual images in the mind of the 
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reader. His writing illustrates, much like his understanding of photography demonstrates, 

that what he sees is necessarily filtered through what he experiences internally. These 

snapshots in words depict the outside world, but what they show are also meaningful 

expressions of what the artist feels and remembers about a particular place.  

The reference to the pictorial activity at work in his writing does not foreground 

documentary ethnographic observation. Instead, Loti highlights the personal nature of his 

project, illustrated in the association he makes between his eyes (a mode of external 

observation) and his spirit (signaling an internal reflection). Indeed, the above mentioned 

quotation is preceded by a brief paragraph in which Loti calls attention to the ethical 

problems surrounding an impersonal authorial voice. He writes that “C’est avec 

l’inquiétude et une grande mélancolie que j’entreprends ce chapitre de livre… Par 

exemple, écrire une impersonnelle description, avec un détachement d’artiste, j’en serais, 

dans le cas présent, moins que jamais capable” (OC VI 333). Unlike visual tropes 

commonly associated with realist aesthetics that conveyed ideas of mastery and 

objectivity, as in the case of Zola, here, the visual underscores subjectivity and 

familiarity. In other words, what the text shows is necessarily reconfigured through his 

artistic vision and is concerned with the subjective memory of the places he visited.  

In “Constantinople en 1890,” it is the very word “Stamboul” pronounced by the 

narrator (“Oh! Stamboul! De tous les noms qui m’enchantent encore,” OC VI 333) that 

triggers a long personal and highly visual description of the city.100 The verbal is thus a 

                                                 
100 This formula is echoed again in Les Désenchantées in which the protagonist reflects on the word 

“Stamboul,” generating a vivid memory in which the outline of the city appears before his eyes: 
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jumping off point from which the reader follows Loti’s pictorial impressions of the 

Turkish city. Verbs put into the reflexive form indicating visual arts (s’esquisser and 

s’ébaucher, for example) place the reader in the mind’s eye so that we imagine the 

cityscape as Loti remembers it. The vision that appears is a “silhouette de ville,” an 

opaque outline or shadow of reality that figures the act of recollection, and thereby of 

representation, as an imaginative and optical process:  

La silhouette unique s’est gravée en dedans de mes yeux de manière à ne plus 

s’effacer. Pendant les années de vie errante qui ont suivi, pendant mes exils, 

partout, sur les mers lointains, j’ai revu, dans mes rêves des nuits, la ville des 

dômes et des flèches se profiler à l’imaginaire horizon gris des sommeils, 

m’apportant chaque fois une impression triste de patrie perdue. (OC VI 336)   

 

In language that again brings to mind photographic processes, in this formulation, Loti’s 

eyes are like that of the camera, engraving an original image in his mind. Here, the 

silhouette of the city is a lasting and impermeable image in the “mirage de [s]es 

souvenirs” (OC VI 336), underscoring the tension between fixity on the one hand and 

ephemerality on the other. Recalling and re-envisioning Turkey while in France 

occasions a sense of loss described as a lack of homeland in which his “patrie perdue” is 

located in the memory of Turkey that, much like a photograph, is merely a shadow of its 

former self.  

That Loti frames his exile in Turkey as a homecoming is further illustrated in an 

entry from his journal dated 10 September 1903. In it, Loti describes his arrival to Turkey 

in his position as the captain of “Le Vautour,” returning for the third time to his “seconde 

                                                                                                                                                 
“Stamboul! Dans ce seul mots, quel sortilège évocateur. . . ! Et, comme déjà si souvent en rêve, une 

silhouette de ville s’esquissa devant ses yeux” (5).  
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patrie.” He observes that coming back to Turkey is a dream of exile that he has finally 

realized: 

Et ce soir, à l’heure mélancolique et douce du soleil couchant, un instant de calme 

et de silence, sur la galerie du Vautour, regardant la côte d’Asie: devant moi, ce 

petit village très turc de Beïcos, avec sa vieille mosquée dans les arbres. Des 

senteurs turques m’arrivent de terre, puis le chant du muezzin dans le silence… Et 

pour la première fois je me rends compte que le rêve est accompli, que je suis en 

Turquie, sur mon navire, pour un exil de dix-huit mois, un exil mélancolique et 

doux. Et le flot des souvenirs revient tout à coup, avec le tranquille crépuscule. 

Depuis bien longtemps je n’avais senti si présente la chère petite morte. Et quand 

le muezzin a fini de chanter, voici le son grave des trompettes turques, qui me 

donne le frisson et l’envie de pleurer.... C’est elle que m’a ramené ici, la chère 

petite morte. Et comme je suis seul dans la vie, à cette heure! (emphasis mine, 

Cette Eternelle Nostalgie 496-497)  

 

From the Vautour, the exiled Loti gazes out at the picturesque Bosphorous and is flooded 

with personal memories as the sounds and smells of Turkey reach him. Closer than ever 

to the (memory) of “la chère petite morte,” Loti nonetheless experiences a great sense of 

existential solitude in his exile that is both melancholic and pleasant. The paradoxes of 

pain and pleasure, absence and presence, life and death in this state of introspection bring 

to mind a Romantic sensibility, attuned to the experience of self-banishment as a 

heightened aesthetic state. Indeed, the use of the term “exil” triggers a multisensory 

experience of nostalgia for his past and characterizes the exotic memory as one of 

absence, involving a continual series of displacements that, like the logic of desire, is 

never fully possessed but always pursued. It celebrates the exotic subject in ways that 

refer back to Loti as a refined traveler who recognizes, appreciates, and seeks out cultural 

difference.  
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Yet not all places outside of France feel like home, and not all exiles are, 

metaphorically speaking, returns. Exile carries different valences and meanings in Loti’s 

work and in doing so, signals the different values of difference. In Propos d’exil and 

Madame Chrysanthème, both published in 1887, the charm of exile has disappeared in 

Japan and Vietnam and is replaced by feelings of insurmountable strangeness. In Propos 

d’exil, for example, Loti describes the land as “bien la vraie terre d’exil, celle-ci où rien 

ne me retient ni me charme” (OC IV 55). And in the fictionalized autobiography of 

British naval officer Harry Grant in Madame Chrysanthème, his impressions while 

stationed in Japan highlight the experience of culture shock as a form of exile. 

Confronted with cultural difference, Grant observes that the language seemed “si 

étranger, si inattendue, si bizarre qu’il me donne une impression de lointain et extrême 

exil” (OC IV 341). The accentuated geographic remoteness of these countries provokes 

“le sentiment d’exil, de l’extrême Asie” (OC IV 60) that diverges from what will be the 

intoxicating appeal of exile in Turkey.  

A more detailed analysis of the descriptions of space in Propos d’exil will serve to 

show to what extent some exiles are more alluring than others. In it, Loti recounts his 

impressions of an 1883 expedition to Tourane, a colonial port city in Vietnam where he 

was sent to solidify amicable relations with the province. When he arrives to a valley 

flanked by sand dunes on each side and between which is nestled a little house and a 

passing river, he is initially reminded of France: “Cela prend un air des côtes basses du 

golfe de Gascogne, de Saintonge par exemple” (OC IV 23). Perhaps from a desire to 

familiarize himself with this unknown space and to forget the distance that separates him 
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from where he came from, Loti willingly projects “Frenchness” onto the landscape. As he 

writes, “De temps en temps, on aime se faire cette illusion-là” (OC IV 23). Though 

seemingly aware of this illusory connection to France, it is no sooner established that it 

begins to break down, signaling a failure of imagination, and more importantly, a failure 

for the viewing subject to impose accessible meaning on the exotic object.   

The failed attempts to superimpose France on exotic spaces are rooted in 

descriptions of the landscape that, too, begin to change as the text continues. While 

Tourane initially reminds Loti of France, the fantasies of home and childhood memories 

of summers in France are interrupted by the sights, sounds, and smells of his new 

surroundings that invest the land more and more with “un air chinois” (OC IV 44). The 

sensation he has of home, “la sensation complète, pendant deux secondes, la sensation du 

pays,” for example, lasts only very briefly as the warm winds bring with it “des senteurs 

inconnues” (OC IV 48). This break is further signaled in the text by the use of ellipses 

that suggests an ongoing idea (or memory of France) that is impeded by the present 

reality: 

l’illusion d’un de mes réveils d’enfant, dans quelqu’un de nos bois… 

…Pourtant ce grand vent qui passait dans les branches. (OC IV 48) 

 

Similarly, the walls of a pagoda that first recalled the villages of France, upon closer 

examination reveal aesthetic differences, such as a grinning porcelain figurine with a 

“rictus chinois,” that awaken the narrator to his exilic surroundings: “La Chine! la 

lointaine Chine! j’y étais donc!” (OC IV 49). These short-lived and painful reminders of 

his separation from his native country prompt further reflection on the passing of time. 
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Indeed, in exile, Loti anxiously feels his youth wasting away: “les dernières jours peut-

être de ma jeunesse, qui vont être consumées ici loin de tout ce que j’aime, et de tout ce 

que j’ai aimé…. Et quand sortirai-je de cet exil?” (49-50). Exile as it is imagined here is 

like an inescapable prison in which Loti’s youth passes by without him being able to 

enjoy it.  

Rather than see the landscape through the familiarizing lens of what he knows and 

has already experienced, in Propos d’exil, Loti cannot connect with difference in a 

personal way or in a way that would refer back to his own sense of selfhood. Instead, the 

geographical and cultural expanse separating him from these ideals fails to activate 

childhood memories and consequently remains unfamiliar and strange. This is indeed a 

source of great anxiety for the French author who wrote that an attachment to the past is 

paramount in stabilizing the unyielding passing of time: “Le present paraît insuffisant et 

court; alors comme on sait que l’avenir ne sera peut-être jamais, on essaie de reprendre le 

passé, qui, lui au moins, a été” (OC VI 18). Bringing to mind the ça a été of photographic 

representation, the uncertainty of the future can only be assuaged by the certainty of past 

as it is imagined, idealized, and exoticized. As these diverging expressions of exile show, 

exile is thus a constructed category of identification and projection that frames Loti’s 

representations of the Orient as a search for a lost homeland or sense of place. 

In Aziyadé and Les Désenchantées, the protagonists find their sense of home 

during their “exiles” in Turkey. In Aziyadé (1879), a semiautobiographical novel about a 

British naval officer named Pierre Loti who comes to Turkey and falls in love with the 

eponymous Circassian harem woman, Loti explores his “fantaisie orientale” (OC I 358), 
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appropriating the alterity of his surroundings to create a sense of belonging within the 

space his exile. The first mention of exile in the novel occurs after the narrator has been 

there five months. Describing in a letter to his friend William Brown that he has fallen in 

love with a young woman “étrangement charmante,” he explains that this romantic 

relationship has helped him “à passer à Salonique [s]on temps d’exil” during which he 

plans to “mène une vie qui n’a pour règle que ma fantaisie” (OC I 330). Recalling the 

existential isolation of Des Esseintes in Huysmans’ A Rebours (1884) in which the 

aesthete lives removed from Parisian society, free to indulge in a sumptuously eccentric 

and decadent lifestyle, for Loti, exile is likewise a form of self-banishment outside 

Western conventions of morality. His solitude in a foreign country where he is an 

“étranger et inconnu” (OC I 298) also mirrors Baudelaire’s Parisian flâneur whose urban 

alienation gives way to aesthetic pleasure. The experience of exile thus gives Loti a sense 

of anonymity where he is free to forge new identities outside the constraints of Western 

society. 

And in Les Désénchantées (1905), in many ways the sequel of Aziyadé, André 

Lhéry, a well-known French author returns to Turkey after fifteen years at the request of 

three harem women who explain to him the conditions of their sequestered life and the at 

once liberating and deadly influences of the modern world to which they have been 

exposed. Again closely based on the life of Pierre Loti, André is a placeless artist who 

suffers from having been “eparpillé chez tous les peuples, d’avoir été un nomade sur 

toute la terre” (Les Désénchantées 8). He also welcomes this perpetual state of exile, 

“encore amoureux de se dépayser et changer,” as a means of escaping from himself: “tout 
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le côté encore avide de sortir de soi-même (Les Désénchantées 168). Although he used to 

find the charm of the past at home in the Basque region of France, André comments that 

he no longer experiences “l’esprit du vieux temps qui, jadis, lui avait semblé vivre encore 

dans les campagnes pyrénéennes, dans les antiques villages d’alentour” (Les 

Désénchantées 7). Unable to experience the past at home in France, André reflects on his 

memories of Stamboul where the “ancien rêve humaine” still persists in “l’ombre des 

hautes mosquées, dans les rues oppressantes de silence, et dans la région sans fin des 

cimetières” (7). 

Once in Turkey, André recuperates this lost past “plus douce, plus apaisante et 

endormeuse, avec ce mystère d’Islam” (7). His cross-cultural encounters seek out what 

lies beyond the realm of the West while simultaneously referring back to it. An isolated 

forest near Béïcos, for example, is described as an untouched virginal space, a “lieu de 

sécurité mélancolique” whose vegetation “ne différait en rien de celle de la France” (Les 

Désénchantées 271). The resemblances he perceives between the landscapes propels him 

back to his first memories and “la premiere période de son éveil à la vie” so that he 

begins to “se croire ici chez lui” (Les Désénchantées 272). When the presence of André’s 

three Turkish friends makes him aware that he is indeed not in France, the effect is an 

“anachronisme étrange et charmant” (272), a welcomed disorientation that differs from 

the sense of uprooting described in Propos d’exil. The disjunctions of travel in these 

representations of Turkey are thus privileged as a mode of reconnecting with home, an 

idealized experience of exile “où [on] commence à [s]e retrouver un peu chez [lui]” (OC 

VI 31). 
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THE DEATH OF THE EXOTIC 

In keeping with the nineteenth-century Orientalist paradigm and the binary 

relationship between exoticized Other and French Self, Pierre Loti’s representations 

imagine Turkey as a place deeply associated with tradition and firmly anchored in the 

past. The recurrent image of death signifies the culture’s perceived attachment to its past 

that is inscribed via space. In Aziyadé, for example, Salonique is characterized as “une 

ville morte” and Eyoub “un pays bien funèbre” (OC I 291, 344). And in Les 

Desenchantées, the land is similarly connected to death in references to the large number 

of cemeteries around Istanbul that have been placed “sans doute pour maintenir plus 

présente la pensée de la mort” (379). The earth itself is “empli d’os de morts” and even 

old buildings are described as “demeures momifiées derrière leurs grilles” (Les 

Désénchantées 25). Numerous images of dust and ash covering the land are indexical 

traces of the past, the residue that has been left by previous generations: “Les grands 

peuples du passé ont laissé leur poussière” (OC I 299). Because death is not feared and is 

instead omnipresent, the Turkish people, too, are idealized for their veneration of the 

past: “Les Turcs ont l’amour du passé, l’amour de l’immobilité et de la stagnation” (OC I 

376).  

In these configurations of Turkey, the land and people are punctuated by a lack of 

(passive) mobility through the metaphor of death. “Ces choses de la mort, parce qu’elles 

sont démeurées telles quelles” are that which in fact ignites “des souvenirs de printemps 
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et d’amour” (OC VI 31). In Turkey, cultural difference appears to be preserved in clichéd 

descriptions that frame the exotic subject as atemporal and ahistorical. Upon Loti’s 

arrival to Turkey in Aziyadé, he is relieved to find that “L’Orient a du charme encore” 

and that “il est resté plus oriental qu’on ne pense” (OC I 330). Seemingly resistant to 

change from Western influence, the references to death paradoxically suggest that cross-

cultural encounters offer a remedy for the crises of modernity that fostered a perceived 

break with the past and its exile from history (Terdiman 8). In the ancient and sacred 

parts of Turkey, the presence of death signals an alleged ignorance to the passing of time 

that is idealized as a mode of escapism: “Partout alentour régnaient cette immobilité, 

cette indifférence à la fuite du temps, cette sagesse résignée et très douce, qui ne se 

trouvent qu’en pays d’Islam, dans le rayonnement isolateur des mosquées saintes et des 

grands cimetières” (Les Désenchantées141). Accounts of Eyoub in particular 

memorialize parts of Turkey where the past is not gone, but still reigns. In Les 

Désenchantées, it is described as “le bout de monde” where “tout y est vieux et delaissé” 

(142). With nothing beyond its edges, it is here that all roads end. Its somber colors are 

compared to a desert that is “emplies de sépultres” where “tout vient mourir” (142).  

For practical reasons, it is in remote places such as this, away from the watchful 

eyes of onlookers, that André meets his three Turkish friends, Zeyneb, Mélek, and 

Djénane. Seeking out these isolated places is also a way for André to avoid the 

Westernized parts of Turkey, far from the modern agitations associated with Pera that is 

too cosmopolitan, too overrun by tourists, and resembles Paris too closely. Indeed, the 

further away he travels from the town center, he remarks that “on ne voit appaître que 
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choses d’autrefois” (Les Désénchantées 215). In Aziyadé, Loti similarly laments traces of 

Europe in parts of Istanbul, preferring instead quarters like Eyoub and Mehmet-Fatihd 

where “rien n’y est encore arrivé d’Occident” (117). He finds himself bored in the areas 

that do not live up to his imagined expectations of Turkish culture and eventually decides 

to move to Eyoub: “Pera m’ennui et je déménage” (OC I 340). The character’s nostalgia 

for a “golden age” is thus conceived of in spatial terms through the “authentic” spaces of 

Islamic culture in which time allegedly stands still.  

 The image of the remote Eyoub cemetery is one that appears in several 

photographs Pierre Loti took of Turkey. In part for personal reasons (it was here that 

Hatidjé was buried), these photographs memorialize the parts of the Ottoman Empire 

where once could still experience past.101 In one photograph [fig. 4.3] taken of the 

cemetery during the winter, the ground is covered in snow and lined with stone tombs 

that cast shadows on the white surface. In the background, separated by the Bosphore, a 

panoramic view of Istanbul is framed by the dark cypress trees, creating an image of 

displacment for which absence and the loss of corporeality in the space of the cemetery 

are fitting metaphors.102 The camera’s perspective identifies both the photographer and 

                                                 
101 During his 1903-1905 stay in Turkey, Pierre Loti searched for the cemetery where Hatidjé, the woman 

after whom Aziyadé is based, was buried. When he found her grave at the Topkapi Mezarligi cemetery in 

Eyoub, he took several photographs with it and even made a copy of the tombstone in order to take the 

original back home to Rochefort where he erected a mausoleum in her honor.  
102 See Alain Buisine’s thoughtful analysis of Pierre Loti’s anxious preoccupation the absenting of the 

body in L’Ecrivain et son double. In his discussion of the lasting impact of the death of Gustave, Loti’s 

brother who was buried at sea, Buisine writes that “Ne pas avoir son petit chez-soi tombal, ne pas être 

present en chair et en os dans sa propre tombe, ne pas pouvoir regagner et occupier son ultime demeure 

funéraire (ou en être chassé par la profanation de la sépultre), c’est l’inssuportable même du text lotien 

obsédé par l’angoisse cénotaphique du corps absent …” (53).  
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viewer with the position of the tombstones so that we, too, are part of the past, exiled 

from the present as we gaze on the city below in the distance.  

 

 

Figure 4.3 Pierre Loti, The Eyoub cemetery during winter, 1904–1905, Istanbul. 

Photograph. 

 

In the photograph, the cemetery is its own city populated by the dead. 

Anthropomorphic in shape, the crowded stone tombs indeed look like human figures 

perched on a hill, contemplating the hazy outline of buildings from afar: “les pierres 

tombales en Turquie sont des espèces de bornes, coiffées de turbans ou de fleurs, qui de 

loin prennent vaguement l’aspect humain, qui ont l’air d’avoir une tête et des épaules” 

(Les Désenchantées 100). Loti filters the view of Istanbul through the absent past, 
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reminding us of the artist’s nostalgic vision that observes “les choses vivantes sous leurs 

aspects de mort” (OC VI 34). The composition of this scene also anticipates 

photography’s association with death and the “posthumous character of our lived 

experience,” as Eduardo Cadava explains, in which “The home of the photographed is the 

cemetery” (8). This view of Turkey is thus shrouded in absence in ways that herald that 

death of the exotic subject.  

Indeed, the photograph also tells a different story about twentieth-century 

exoticism’s search for alternative worlds. It is a haunting image of loss that, in the 

foreground, casts what Bongie has called a “funereal veil” (89) on the background of the 

exotic world, pointing to the inability to come into contact with otherness in any 

meaningful way. If accounts of the exotic in the nineteenth century represent the beyond 

as a space in which to overcome social alienation and to realize selfhood outside the 

restraints of modernity, the possibility for this existential liberation is increasingly 

compromised in the wake of colonialism and globalization. The “oppositional discursive 

strategy” between the West and non-European locales, as Bongie writes, “no longer 

functions in an uncomplicated manner: for a significant number of fin de siècle writers, 

the global presence of colonialism has put an end to the possibility of any such exotic 

alternatives” (90), thereby challenging the distinction between Western center and exotic 

periphery. As the photograph of Eyoub cemetery visualizes, the effects of Westernization 

force Loti to retreat to remote areas where he can forge a pretouristic and precolonial 

encounter with exotic difference.  
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In order to maintain alternative spaces of alterity in an increasingly homogenizing 

world of global expansion, the “elsewhere” needed to remain untarnished, or at least 

imagined as such. Both protagonists in Aziyadé and Les Désenchantées are exilic figures 

who seek out the “animation orientale” of markets, cafés, cemeteries, and mosques that 

are “turc et pittoresque au possible” (OC I 340). In these clichéd sites of exotic 

difference, seemingly impervious to outside influence, they have “l’impression d’être 

sorti de [s]oi-même” (OC VI 43). It is through an exploitation of these stereotypical sites 

of Eastern and Islamic traditionalism, spaces imagined as free from the moral constraints 

of Western values, where Loti and André are able to live out their exotic personas. “The 

cure, for existential isolation,” as Edward Hughes puts it, “is phantasmagoric Istanbul” 

(Writing Marginality 4). In Les Désenchantées, for example, André comments that it is 

only in Stamboul, an ancient quarter of Istanbul, that he can perform another identity: 

“De l’autre côté de l’eau, aussitôt le pont franchi, dès qu’il se trouva dans l’ombre de la 

grande mosquée de seuil, il se sentit redevenir un autre lui-même…. Seul, libre, ignoré de 

tous dans ces fouies” (26).  

Still, the Turkey that initially provided an ideal spectacle has changed, 

transformed by “la banalité ambiante” (Les Désenchantées 96) that now permeates the 

colonial locale. The search for selfhood played out via the otherness of space and place 

therefore must effectively obfuscate a Western presence in order to access the past 

through the digressions of memory. Consequently, both André and Loti need to go to the 

heights of the city to find the image of Turkey that they desire, bringing to mind Loti’s 

photograph taken from the summits of the Eyoub cemetery. In Aziyadé, for example, Loti 
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stands for three hours looking out the open window of his home down onto the calm view 

of Stamboul below. The open window brings to mind the framed visual image, calling 

attention to what is viewed below as a projected representation, an idea further reinforced 

in that the narrator describes parts of the cityscape as details that have been “légèrement 

dessinées” (OC I 327). From the privileged point of view of the window that is at once 

removed and above the scene below, the narrator “domine de haut tout ce pays,” 

controlling and shaping the idealized setting that is“tranquille et pur” (OC I 326).  

Rather than simply convey epistemological mastery, it is a particular kind of gaze 

and way of looking belonging to imperial discourse that eroticizes, objectifies, and 

neutralizes the Other. As David Spurr notes in The Rhetoric of Empire (1993):  

But any visual artist knows, the gaze is also the active instrument of construction, 

order, and arrangement…. This combination of pleasure and power give the 

commanding view a special role in journalistic writing, especially in the colonial 

situation, for it conveys a sense of mastery over the unknown and over what is 

perceived by the Western writer as strange and bizarre. (15)  

 

This detached style of observation is a form of self-exile in which the Western spectator 

is removed from the spectacle below, divorcing the scene from the flux of history.103 

Filtered through the window, what is observed from above takes on a dream-like quality 

to underscore the lack of realism, as it was understood in the nineteenth century, as a 

form of reliable information: “Cela était si coloré et si bizarre, qu’on eût dit moins une 

réalité qu’une composition fantastique de quelque orientaliste halluciné” (OC I 336). 

These hallucinations transport the narrator back home, projecting his memories of Britain 

                                                 
103 Linda Nochlin’s study of the political power structures that shape the Orientalist gaze is key to 

unlocking Pierre Loti’s photographs because it challenges scholars to look at the absence of the West in 

Orientalist art as a lacuna that can’t be ignored. See her chapter “The Imaginary Orient” (33-59). 
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onto the sounds and views out the window: “J’aime ce bruit d’été qui me ramène aux bois 

du Yorkshire, aux beaux soirs de mon enfance” (OC I 113). These “images du passé” 

(113) thus take place in the fictional world of an exile who fashions a view of Turkey that 

is inconsistent with the present realities of colonial occupation and modernization. 

The language used to describe both André and Loti’s bird’s-eye views emphasize 

the constructed nature of what they see so that if the window offers a view of the external 

world, its presence in fact signals interiority and imagined landscapes. References to 

phantasmagoric mirages, silhouettes, and even the image of an “écran” in the texts all 

suggest the romanticization of the scenes below that purposefully and repeatedly block 

out “la hideur de quelques modernes bâtisses” (Les Désénchantées 50). The window 

becomes an important motif in the exotic imaginary’s connection to the past because its 

frame filters, restricts, and immobilizes what is seen. In searching for “authentic” spaces 

not yet marred by French influence, the characters’ Western visions of Turkey must 

remove their own presence if they are to salvage the past and the values they assign to it. 

The aerial perspective is thus a way to effectively obscure any signs of modernity, 

signaling the limits of this authorial view that is predicated on its own disappearance. 

 

CURATED VISIONS OF EXILE 

In Les Déséchantées, André calls attention to the effort needed to curate a 

particular image of his surroundings, much like the narrator in Aziyadé and much like 

Loti’s photographs as we will see. Because of “le mauvais soufflé d’Occident” (Les 
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Désenchantées 402) that has polluted the Orient, André must focus his gaze on particular 

spaces in order to maintain an experience of Turkey that lives up to his desired 

expectations. As he tellingly observes, “Maintenant, il faut une complaisante et 

continuelle sélection de ce qu’on y regarde, des coins que l’on y fréquente; sur la hauteur, 

les mosquées tiennent encore, mais tous les bas quartiers sont déjà minés par le ‘progrès’ 

qui arrive à grand train avec sa misère, son alcool, sa désespérance et ses explosifs” 

(402). In striking visual and spatial terms, André’s observation helps us understand not 

only the level of inauthenticity of his cross-cultural encounter, but more importantly, his 

self-awareness that the Turkey he experiences is merely a fiction, a fabricated and 

composed scene. What views, then, do we find of Turkey in Loti’s photographs? Given a 

photograph’s indexical attachment to the external world, what strategies does the writer-

photographer employ to capture Turkey not as it is, but through the lens of a Western 

nostalgia?  

 More than any other places Pierre Loti traveled to, photographed, and wrote 

about, Turkey is the subject to which he devotes most of his work. During his twenty-

month “exile” in Turkey from 1903-1905, the author took roughly two hundred 

photographs with his Richard Vérascope camera that produced double stereoscopic 

images on glass plates. His familiarity with the country can be explained, in part, by the 

lengths of time Loti spent there and because he self-identified as Turkish given the 

affinity and sympathy he felt for their dying culture: “Mes sympathies sont pour ce beau 

pays qu’on veut supprimer, et tout doucement je deviens Turc sans m’en douter” (qtd. in 
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Vericer, Les Orients 42).104 Turkey also emblematized Loti’s fantasy of exile because it 

was for the author, as Vercier puts it, “l’incarnation de l’Orient” (43). Because Loti 

carried his existential exile within his “âme d’Oriental, presque toujours exilée,” as he 

observes in his journal, in Turkey he, like the narrators of his novels, “se retrouve ici chez 

elle [l’âme]” (Suprêmes Visions d’Orient 66). More specifically, Istanbul was also 

reminiscent of the old Paris before modernization: “Constantinople était le seul endroit où 

pareille chose pût être tentée; c’est le vrai désert d’hommes dont Paris était autrefois le 

type, un assemblage de plusieurs grandes villes où chacun vit à sa guise et sans 

contrôle,—où l’on peut mener de front plusieurs personnalités différentes (OC I 362). 

The Paris of Turkey, Istanbul “harkens back to a more authentic, if supplanted, version of 

the European metropolis” (93), as Bongie posits, and thus symbolizes for Loti a 

homeland found within an exotic locale.  

In his images of Turkey, specifically around Istanbul, the photographer focuses 

his gaze on spaces, places, and people that distill a “traditional” image of his home away 

from France. For the most part, his photographs capture the daily life of Turkish people, 

concentrating on quotidian activities: shopping at the market, taking gondola rides along 

the Bosphore, and smoking hookah on café terraces, for example. Alain Quella-Villéger 

has proposed that, together, these photographs are a “dense reportage” on Turkey that 

seeks to preserve its threatened cultural patrimony in the face of modernity (Istanbul12). 

However, I would argue that the desire to memorialize the country the way it is (or is 

                                                 
104 Pierre Loti’s first visited Turkey in 1870 as a young naval officer. He would come back several times 

after this. In his 1876-1877 visit, he met Hatidjè, returning ten years later to find her grave. But it was his 

twenty-month stay from 1903-1905, at which time he was actively taking photographs, that solidified this 

place as his second home.  
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perceived to be) before it disappears is less a documentary endeavor than a 

romanticization of otherness that reinforces the role that Turkey played in Loti’s self-

imposed exile, and more largely, Third-Republic France’s collective imagination. And 

while Quella-Villéger and Vercier have suggested that Loti’s photographs do not respond 

to the demands of tourists and consumers because this was not their intended audience, 

the images do, nonetheless, respond to the tourist expectations of twentieth-century 

Orientalism that, despite his best attempts otherwise, Loti cannot evade.105 

The following image [fig. 4.4] taken of the Nuruosmaniye Mosque, for example, 

focuses on a ritualistic scene. Men and women are gathered on the steps of the mosque, 

while one man washes himself in an outdoor fountain before entering the sacred space to 

pray. The photograph portrays a scene that illustrates a habitual activity, depicting the 

flow of “real life” within a particular setting. The emphasis on the quotidian recurs in 

other everyday “street scenes,” including the several photographs taken at markets in 

which we see fruit and vegetable vendors and large baskets carried on backs to transport 

these items. Loti frames the photographed subjects within their social setting, suggesting 

an effort at ethnographic documentation that captures an aspect of social life. Using 

primarily wide-angle shots, the depth of field places these subjects in their surroundings 

rather than isolating them from their context. Rarely in his photographs from Turkey do 

we find close-up portraits of people or interior spaces. As such, the composition in Loti’s 

                                                 
105 In Pierre Loti Photographe, Alain Quella-Villéger and Bruno Vercier write that, “L’ensemble qu’il 

nous offre ne manque pas d’originalité, loin des étapes ‘obligées’ et des photos convenues qu’on imprime 

en quantité pour répondre à la demande du tourisme de pèlerinage déjà fort en vogue” (12). 
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photographs underscores the cadre or the environment in which these events take place 

rather than the figures themselves.  

The exterior shot of the Nuruosmaniye Mosque is also significant when 

understood in comparison to the masculine Orientalist fantasy of entering exclusive 

places of Muslim culture emblematized by paintings such as Eugène Delacroix’s Femmes 

d’Alger dans leur appartement (1834) and Jean-Léon Gérôme’s bath scenes from the  

 

 

Figure 4.4 Pierre Loti, Ritual washing scene before prayer, September 1903–March 1905, 

Istanbul. Photograph. 

 

1870s. Both Delacroix and Gérôme drew inspiration from imagining these private interior 

spaces, presenting these intimate scenes, as Nochlin has suggested, to look like 
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“documentary” reflections of a “pre-existing and Oriental reality” (37). The naturalistic 

depiction suggested through the separation or absence of the Western viewer/artist from 

the spectacle that unfolds produced images made to look artless and unprompted, images 

that confirmed the ideological expectations of the West and that satiated the voyeuristic 

desire to see something “off limits.” As a point of contrast, it is worth noting that 

nineteenth-century novelist and painter, Eugène Fromentin, critiqued these “ethnographic 

paintings,” many of which relied on photographic documentation as initial studies for the 

works. He feared that the public’s growing curiosity would dictate the manner in which 

painters worked, echoing Baudelaire’s views on photography. His Orientalist aesthetics, 

while influenced by the work of artists like Delacroix, differed radically as Roger 

Benjamin and John Culbert have shown because they supplanted the artist’s penetrating 

gaze with exterior views.  

Fromentin’s travel writing is especially useful for our understanding of Loti 

because it shows that although the writer-painter expresses ambivalence towards 

possessing and surveilling the exotic subject, he nonetheless savors this “trespassing 

gaze” from afar, thereby turning his “castrated spectatorship” into an aesthetic principle 

(Culbert 113).106 Indeed, Loti, like Fromentin, delights in the pleasures (aesthetic or 

otherwise) of a Western imperial gaze in ways that expose a preference to present a 

particular image of exotic difference. In the case of Loti, what the writer-photographer 

                                                 
106 Fromentin writes in Un été dans le Sahara (1887) that “Pénétrer plus avant qu'il n'est permis dans la vie 

arabe me semble d'une curiosité mal entendue. Il faut regarder ce peuple à la distance où il lui convient de 

se montrer: les hommes de près, les femmes de loin; la chambre à coucher et la mosquée, jamais. Décrire 

un appartement de femmes ou peindre les cérémonies du culte arabe est à mon avis plus grave qu'une 

fraude: c'est commettre, sous le rapport de l'art, une erreur de point de vue” (181).   
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does not show us with his camera (interior spaces or the modernized parts of Istanbul, for 

example) is just as important as the scenes his photographs immortalize precisely because 

it demonstrates that, even in photography, we do not see the whole picture. As Linda 

Nochlin puts it, “Photography itself is hardly immune to the blandishments of 

Orientalism, and even a presumably innocent or neutral view of architecture can be 

ideologized” (39). Indeed, photography helped spread the rhetoric of empire by creating a 

one-sided model in which the European observer gazes on a colonial subject. 

Though Loti’s photographs remain on the outside, they nonetheless reinforce the 

simplification of Turkish culture to clichéd images by focusing on the “authentically” 

Muslim quarters of the city.107 The exterior setting of these photographs are of upmost 

importance because they offer an idealized frame for freezing the photographed subject 

within a particular décor and milieu that accentuates certain parts of Turkey while erasing 

others. Indeed, in his journal entries from 6 October 1887, Loti connects the architectural 

details of street scenes, “très vieille, très arabe d’aspect,” to the overall Orientalist quality 

of “cette ville immuable” (qtd. in Quella-Villéger and Vercier 281). The presence of 

mosques, wooden houses, limestone-paved roads, and camels are all monolithic markers 

of cultural difference that capture the subjects in culturally conservative spaces, free from 

the effects of modern development and traces of colonial power. In one photograph [fig. 

4.5] of Istanbul, the extreme long shot is used to emphasize a general impression rather 

                                                 
107 Margaret Topping’s analysis of Loti’s L’Inde (sans les Anglais) (1901), a phototextual account of his 

travels in India, finds a “humanist agenda” and ethical self-awareness in the text’s verbal/visual ‘struggle’ 

in which certain moments or scenes are, for Loti, not photo-opportunities (86). Topping argues that the 

photographer’s distance is, at times, used to tamper (reduce or freeze) what could otherwise be an 

overwhelming sensory experience (82).  
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than specific details, underscoring the photographer’s distance as an outsider. Whereas 

for Topping this positionality is an “unconscious choice in maintaining his externality to 

a culture less other than his expectations” (81), when read in dialogue with Aziyadé and 

Les Désenchantées, it becomes clear that this distance is in fact a concsicous artistic 

choice.  

The emptiness of the street lined with old buildings directs the viewer’s gaze to 

the three dark figures in the shadowy background that highlights the space between them 

and Loti, and in doing so conveys a sense of passivity or nonparticipation. The bodies, 

too, become an accessory, completing the liveliness of the scene and assuring the 

legitimacy of what is pictured, an idea reinforced in Aziyadé when the narrator, after  

 

 

Figure 4.5 Pierre Loti, Turkish street view, September 1903–March 1905, Istanbul. 

Photograph. 
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listing off a series of places to live out “[s]a vie Orientale, [s]a vie libre,” observes that 

he, too, wants to be “soi-même une partie de ce tableau plein de mouvement et de  

lumière” (OC I 365). Here, the text calls attention to itself as a form of representation, a 

constructed scene much like a photographic portrait into which the narrator can inscribe 

himself, a point we will return to in the next section.  

The photographs of Turkey, far from “naturalistic” images, thus foreground the 

effort on the part of Loti to minimize a European presence, including his own, that is 

essential if he is to live out his Orientalist fantasy. This lack of colonial presence, as 

Bongie observes, “represents Pierre Loti’s most concerted effort at figuring the reality of 

a world in which colonialism has yet to begin—a world beyond the end of the colonial 

line” (93). Picturing the “reality” of a world removed from France and the modernity it 

represents, Loti downplays cultural change to construct a fictional world that doesn’t 

exist. It is a process of exiling that functions both in the form and content of the 

photographic image in that the framed image divorces the environment from the flux of 

the present, an idea foregrounded in the photographer’s own distance from the scene. If 

the image of emptiness in Emile Zola’s street photos from Britain signals his own exilic 

absence and a sense of loss, and for Hugo, if his solitary portraits illustrate the Romantic 

figure’s desire to stand out from the crowd, for Loti it makes him an agent of his own 

exiling. Put otherwise, for Hugo and Zola, exile imposed upon them a separation from 

France as a place of belonging and Frenchness as a marker of identity, but in contrast, for 

Loti, his exile removes his ties to France and traces of “Frenchness.”  
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PERFORMING ALTERITY: A “TOUR DE FORCE” OF AUTHENTICITY 

That the motif of exile is a strategic choice to become part of the exotic imaginary 

is further highlighted in Pierre Loti’s photographic portraits in which he uses superficial 

markers to see himself as other. He famously posed for portraits wearing the traditional 

clothing of the places he had visited and from different time periods in history. Because 

so many published photographs of the author circulated outside of his control, “largement 

diffusée dans le public par le truchement de cartes-photos, cartes postales, vignettes, sans 

parler des portraits utilisés par la réclame” (Pierre Loti portraits 5), as Vercier explains, 

Loti’s staging of portraits can be read as an effort to regain control over his public 

image.108 They also point to a desire to idealize his image in a series of poses and outfits 

that would mask his well-known insecurities over his small stature, an idea illustrated 

most prominently in portraits taken of Loti as a gymnast where he flexes and contorts his 

body in ways to emphasize his musculature [fig. 4.6], thus performing a phallic 

masculinity. Alain Buisine has argued convincingly that Loti’s quest for an ideal image 

of himself is better understood as a search for selfhood with which to confirm his 

existence. Raising the following question, Buisine asks, “n’est-ce pas sa façon à lui de 

manifester, de ‘somatiser’ qu’il ne dispose d’aucune image de lui-même?” (“Pierre Loti 

et la photogaphie” 129).  

 

                                                 
108 The majority of Loti’s portraits were taken by the photographer, Delphin, who owned a studio in 

Rochefort. Other portraits of the author are signed by an unknown photographer named “Charles.” 
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Figure 4.6 Photographer unknown, Pierre Loti the gymnast, 1890, Rochefort. Photograph. 

 

This perceived inadequacy of his image takes part in the century’s maladie that 

awakened the desire to leave home, exploring the exotic margins in the search for 

selfhood. For Loti, it also activates a fantasy of cultural appropriation through which to 

both escape himself and find himself. The series of personas performed by Loti, ranging 

from Academician, to native of Albania and Senegal, or the god Osiris, indeed points to a 

search for an identity that could manifest itself in front of the camera. Given that Loti was 

rarely photographed wearing everyday clothes, the sheer number of characters performed 

in front of the camera is an act of subterfuge that exiles Loti’s “official” identity all the 
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while attempting to affirm it as something else.109 Many of the portraits were taken in 

France, as for example the photograph of Loti “en spahi” (an Algerian soldier) [fig. 4.7], 

that was shot in Rochefort and draws on the conventions of studio photography, including 

a decorative mise en scène for the backdrop. In another portrait [fig. 4.8] taken of Loti in 

his “salon turc” in which he is wearing the uniform of a Turkish soldier, Loti performs 

otherness within the familiar space of his home that has been elaborately transformed to 

complete the scene.110 The re-staging of the exotic in a domestic atmosphere neutralizes 

cultural difference, showing to what extent the exotic subject can only exist through a 

process of commodification or a series of constructed signs. It also undermines a 

photograph’s ability to relate reliable information about identity, and even breaks with 

the image’s link to a specific time and a place by playing with real and imagined 

landscapes that create a space of personal fantasy.  

These eccentric disguises, a favorite pastime for Loti when he frequented Parisian 

salons and masked balls, made Loti a celebrated “exotic” persona within France, 

continually reinventing his image as a racially marginalized figure and objet d’art. In  

 

                                                 
109 It is important to note here that Loti did enjoy taking several portaits in his naval uniform, but that this 

too was a kind of role play for the author as Bruno Vercier has suggested in his study of Loti’s portraits. 

Loti was famous for switching out his officer’s uniform with that of a second-class sailor, thus turning his 

uniform into a costume (Vercier 48). 
110 The simulation of elsewhere in Loti’s portraits has led scholars to mistake the location of his portraits 

for foreign lands when they have in fact been taken at home or at the Atélier Delphin in Rochefort. See 

Marcadé (13).  
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Figure 4.7 “Charles,” Pierre Loti dressed as a spahi (Algerian soldier), c. 1875, 

Rochefort. Photograph. 

 

Figure 4.8 Photographer unknown, Pierre Loti in his “Turkish” salon dressed as an 

Ottoman soldier, c. 1890, Rochefort. Photograph. 
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other words, at home Loti capitalized on his ability to stand out from the crowd, in 

contrast to his photographs of Turkey where he attempts to blend in. Masking his own 

French identity, these costumes allowed Loti to assume multiple identities. This is 

precisely what Emile Pouvillon, novelist and close friend of Loti, recounts in 

correspondence between the two authors regarding seven different portraits that Loti sent 

Pouvillon. After receiving the images, he responds to Loti writing, “Merci, mon cher ami, 

mais comment faites-vous pour vous ressembler si peu? Je vous ai sept fois et c’est 

comme si j’avais sept amis nouveaux au lieu d’un” (qtd. in Gaudichon, “Pierre Loti et la 

photographie” 132). Seven different photographs that offer seven different versions of the 

author, Loti responds by sending yet another photograph to Pouvillon, one that he 

believes is “la seule qui [lui] ressemble” (132). Never satisfied with his image, Loti and 

Pouvillon’s “petit roman photographique” (131), to borrow the words of Bruno 

Gaudichon, illustrates to what extent the author anxiously crafted his image in front of 

the camera in a quest, it would seem, to find the one that suited him the most and through 

which he could realize his individuality.  

I contend, however, that far from wanting to find one identity, Loti’s portraits 

foreground precisely the mobility of identity, leading to an existential freedom through 

which he performs identities that French society denies him.111 In his “Albanian portrait” 

[fig. 4.9] taken in Constantinople in 1876, Loti assumes an Eastern identity, donning the 

                                                 
111 Another way in which Loti can be considered socially “out of place” is in his ambiguous sexuality that 

drifts between heteronormative desire and queer desire. For more on how the homoeroticism of Loti’s 

writing and his portraits challenge gender and sexual binaries, see Peter James Tuberfield; Emily Apter; 

and Joseph A. Boone. 
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same clothing that the narrator of Aziyadé wears in order to wander through the city 

undetected. The author, much like the narrator in the novel uses fashion, as Vercier 

recounts, “pour se fonder dans la foule, passer inaperçu, poursuivre des conquêtes 

amoureuses” (Portraits 26). It becomes clear that through photography, Loti conceals his 

French identity, appropriating the alterity of his surroundings in order to blend in with the 

Oriental tableau. Using superficial markers of otherness in this costume, Loti desperately 

tries to shed his French identity by appropriating one that does not belong to him. His 

self-objectification and cultural appropriation in the portraits is indeed the “performing of 

the disappearance of Viaud” (Ferrais-Besso 124) so that, rather than assert his selfhood, 

the space of the photograph exiles Loti’s image from the specificities of his body and his 

location. This absenting of Julien Viaud through dress and through photographic  

 

 

Figure 4.9 Photographer unknown, Loti dressed as an Albanian soldier, c. 1876, Salonica 

or Istanbul. Photograph. 
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reproduction is put best by Barthes who writes that “the person is nothing but this desired 

image which the garment permits us to believe in” (“Aziyadé” 115). Through this 

disembodiment that is further intensified in the formal qualities of the photograph, Loti 

performs new identities.  

The same process of affected cultural exile takes place in Aziyadé. In it, 

Lieutenant Loti learns Turkish (tellingly in just a few months’ time), wears a fez and 

caftan, and even adopts the name Arif-Effendi. That the outward transformation of Loti’s 

identity should be understood as a form of self-banishment is foregrounded in Les 

Désenchantées when André observes that "Des noms d’emprunt, c’est comme une 

barrière” (151), masking one’s “official” identity, in this case Loti’s British heritage, that 

is always elsewhere. The text calls attention to this performativity when Loti writes to his 

friend that “[il] joue à l’effendi, comme les enfants jouent aux soldats” (OC I 330).112 

Explicitly equating his cultural appropriation to childlike games and later calling it a 

“tour de force,” the narrator implies that his performance is an aesthetic choice that, for 

Loti the author, is key to the construction of artistic identity. 

 By assuming a persona that is not his, and furthermore one that colonial powers 

were in the process of eliminating, however, the text demonstrates an underlying French 

superiority that is problematic. The references to the play of identities naively perceives 

the commodification of other cultures as accessible to all, an idea emblematized, as 

                                                 
112 Effendi is a Turkish word used to designate a title of respect or nobility. It translates to “lord” or 

“master.” 
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Hughes has equally picked up, in a scene in Aziyadé in which Loti first enters a café 

dressed as a European, but leaves through the back door dressed as a Turk (Writing 

Marginality 16). The ease by which the character discards and dons new identities is 

unsettling because it is realized without any ethical accountability despite the self-aware 

manner in which it is performed. The accessibility of not only ethnic dress but Turkish 

space is conflated in this moment in which the café becomes Loti’s personal closet. It 

therefore cannot be ignored that Loti’s cultural borrowing reveals uneven power 

dynamics that figure a Turkish identity as monolithic and immutable, while allowing a 

Western identity the agency to assume others.  

Still, these attempts ultimately fail and consequently reveal “nothing more than a 

series of signs that point toward the Other’s absence” (Bongie 76). Descriptions of Loti’s 

transvestism also point to an underlying awareness of its own vacuity. The narrator notes, 

for example, that although Loti has become a familiar figure in Eyoub, the people who 

live there know that he is a Christian and a foreigner. They nevertheless allow him to 

play the part because, as he claims, “[s]a fantaisie orientale ne portait plus ombrage à 

personne” (OC I 358). And when Loti travels outside the Ottoman Empire using his 

Turkish passport, he credits his accessories and dress for distracting the authorities from 

his European accent and allowing him safe passage. Despite this level of conscious and 

exploitative objectification of otherness, the narrator still cannot shake his inability to 

effectively perform a Turkish identity, observing that “derrière Arif-Effendi, il y a un 

pauvre garçon triste qui se sent souvent un froid mortel au coeur” (OC I 347). 

Significantly, it is when Loti sees his reflection in a mirror that he is forced to face the 
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(un)reality of his illusion. Because the mirror reflects back “une image déplaisante de 

[lui]-même,” Loti is no longer able to take himself seriously in his performance and is left 

unsatisfied with his “impression maussade et insupportable” (OC I 382-383). The mirror, 

bringing to mind photographic portraits, stands as a reminder of the theatricality of his 

exotic appropriation. Its reflective qualities deny Loti’s cultural transvestitism by instead 

forcing transparency.  

It is this French colonial identity that Pierre Loti must efface in his photographs if 

his self-identification as an exile is to be established. Upon closer examination of Pierre 

Loti’s photographs from Turkey, the images also belie the author’s attempt to remove 

himself from the scene, pointing instead to his very presence. In several of the  

 

 

Figure 4.10 Pierre Loti, In front of the Fatih Mehmet Camii Mosque, September 1903–

March 1905, Istanbul. Photograph. 
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photographs the figures respond directly to the camera, signaling its intrusiveness and 

that of its operator. In one photograph taken of a street in front of the Fatih-Mehmet  

mosque [fig. 4.10], two figures in the foreground walk towards the direction of the 

camera that seems to stand in their way. They stare at the camera that is pointed towards 

them returning its gaze, as do several figures in the background of the framed image. 

Here, the opposition between self and other collapses so that the French photographer is 

equally an object of their gaze, standing out from rather than within the tableau. Their 

facial expressions suggest an air of curiosity and awareness, disrupting the artlessness of 

what is pictured and calling attention to Loti’s presence from behind the camera. In this 

way, Loti’s absence from the scene becomes a part of the picture, a reminder of the 

photograph’s means of production and the photographer’s role in the meaning-making of 

the image.  

 

 

Figure 4.11 Pierre Loti, Street view with a French sign, September 1903–March 1905, 

Istanbul. Photograph.  
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Like the protagonists in Aziyadé and Les Désénchantées, Pierre Loti’s camera 

curates a particular image of Turkey, obscuring any markers of a Western presence by  

selecting certain views of places that distill exotic traditionalism.  However, this strategy 

is equally unsuccessful in Loti’s photographs, as illustrated, for example, in the following 

photograph [fig. 4.11] in which a group of men sit outside the terrace of a café. In the 

right corner of this image, one can make out a placard written in French, an unintentional 

signpost of colonial presence. The attempt to preserve cultural differences in a cliché thus 

breaks down, as further evidenced in the image through the figure in the left foreground 

who gazes in the camera’s direction. The “staunch partitioning—separations that are so 

needed, so desired by the exot” (“Exotic Drift” 245), as Hughes observes, to give the 

illusion of cultural homogeneity thus gives way to contagion in this photograph by what 

is quite possibly the photographer’s shadow that looms in the empty space of the 

foreground. Though Loti self-consciously eschews areas that are too Europeanized, his 

active pursuit of “untouched” places across different media points to his own 

contaminating presence within these spaces imagined and represented as ahistorical.  

 

THE ABSENCE OF THE EXOTIC 

Perhaps the most striking example of the failure to capture a desired image of 

Turkey that would preserve the ideals of the exotic is narrated in Les Désénchantées in a 

scene of photography. As previously mentioned, the protagonist, the writer André Lhéry, 
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returns to Turkey at the request of Mélek who implores him to publish a novel exposing 

the plight of twentieth-century harem women. The women propose taking a picture with 

André before he returns to France, a souvenir to remember each other by. They gather for 

the portrait in the Eyoub cemetery where Mélek reveals a handheld Kodak camera from 

the layers of her “tcharchaf d’austère musulmane” (154). The camera, described as one of 

the latest models, is an incongruous part of her Turkish “look,” a clash between old and 

new that is further heightened in the setting of the cemetery that they use as an outdoor 

studio. The group hurries to take the photograph for fear of being discovered and, out of 

precaution, Mélek takes multiple images. The scene abruptly ends, however, when they 

are disrupted by a passerby who is surprised to find the unlikely group taking 

photographs. 

In a reordering of the implied structures of French subject and Eastern object, it is 

the Turkish women who coordinate the photography session, supply the camera, arrange 

the scene, and take the photographs. Though the tradition of Orientalist art and literature 

relegates the figure of the Turkish harem woman to the status of an exoticized and 

eroticized object, here, Mélek, directs the scene and turns the camera’s gaze on André. 

She is aware that the photograph she is about to take is “comme une chose irréalisable” 

(153), a transgressive act that gives her artistic agency and that places the French subject 

in the position of object. Still it is important to keep in mind that this scene is written 

from the voice of the male author (André within the narrative and Pierre Loti outside the 

diegesis) so any autonomy granted to these women is therefore limited within a fictional 

space.   
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The result of the photographs is also significant as it speaks to André’s limited 

artistic agency where it concerns exotic subjects. Tellingly, the developed images are 

unsuccessful due to a lack of lighting and are therefore formally raté. The group decides 

to try again using the same composition and clothing, but this time indoors and with a 

longer pose. These photographs also fail though for reasons that differ from the technical 

insufficiencies of the first images. Because the women pose wearing their veils and refuse 

to show their eyes to the camera, André remains dissatisfied with the images. Indeed, he 

finds it vexing (“étrange” and “inquiètant”) to be around “des êtres aussi invisibles” (171) 

whose appearances are so well masked that they remain undecipherable. He insists that if 

they refuse to take off their veils in front of him, that they could nonetheless send him 

portraits of themselves dévoilées. The next week André is sent an envelope containing 

three portraits of the women “sans tcharcharf ni yachmak” (178) that he tears open, 

impatient to “connaître enfin leurs yeux” (178). Still, the author’s repeated attempts to 

unveil the women and to gain access to their figures is thwarted.  

André is disappointed to discover that the women have not only done their 

makeup and are wearing Parisian-style dresses, but that their faces remain obscured: 

Zeyneb and Mélék pose with their backs turned to the camera and Djénane, the only one 

directly facing the camera, holds a fan of feathers in front of her face that “cachait tout, 

même les cheveux” (179). Though the camera is tasked with making figures visible, in 

this scene of photography, the women are shrouded in mystery, their faces remaining 

invisible and unknowable to André. He describes them as mere silhouettes and living 

elegies draped in dark clothing, ghostly figures that cannot be made legible even through 
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materializing qualities of photography. Within the narrative, Zeyneb, Mélék, and Djénane 

refuse to commodify their bodies for the male gaze, denying the Western viewing subject 

the desired image. This suggests, on the one hand, a reversal of the uneven power 

dynamics of subject-object relations, and on the other, the failure of photography to tout 

voir.113 If elsewhere Loti suggests that the photographic medium, unlike other forms of 

verbal and visual representation, is ideal for representing the Orient, in Les 

Désenchantées the camera’s ability to capture the exotic is undermined.  

That the women remain impenetrable to André in their portraits brings up an 

important issue in this scene centered on the figure (and figuration) of the harem woman 

as a symbol of the entropic state of the exotic. It also reveals a paradox at the heart of 

Loti’s Orientalism and his critique of Westernization: How can André, a French author 

who proclaims himself an “homme du passé,” take photographs of figures symbolic of 

traditional Turkish culture, images that would transgress the very customs of Turkish 

culture that he valorizes? This contradiction is brought to light in this scene because it 

exposes a glaring contradiction: to gain access to the exotic subject and to represent it 

through a medium that could reproduce an image ad infinitum would collapse cultural 

difference, thereby undermining the values Loti assigns to Turkish culture as a space of 

authenticity and tradition. Put otherwise, for André to see underneath the womens’ veils 

would mean that there is nothing new for the exot to discover. In keeping with the logic 

of desire and its inherent contradiction, the photographs must necessarily fail to capture 

                                                 
113 This scene is based on descriptions from Pierre Loti’s journal detailing his meetings with three women 

who presented themselves as harem women. It has since been proven that this was merely a ruse and that 

one woman was in fact a French journalist. See Quella-Villéger, Istanbul (10). 
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what André, and by extension Loti, longs to experience if they are to preserve an 

Orientalist fantasy sought out in a life of exile. It is particularly poignant that the concern 

for maintaining cultural difference is brought up in relation to photography, a medium 

arguably constituted by and taking part in the monoculture Loti criticizes, moving 

experience away from the original (what Benjamin refers to as its aura) and towards a 

reality that is reproducible and inauthentic.  

The photographic image, intimately tied to a moment of death, is a fitting 

expression for announcing the absence of alternative worlds. Indeed, the “impossible 

cliché” demonstrates an aesthetic response to preserve cultural difference, while at the 

same time, illustrating the difficulty of representing the elusive and illusive exotic 

subject. Because the women hide behind fake names and refuse to show him their eyes, 

their enigmatic and spirit-like quality makes them “impossibles à retenir ou à retrouver” 

(170). André confesses that with “les lettres, les choses écrites,” he cannot “raconter à 

peu près bien que ce que j’ai vu et vécu…” (173), pointing to the insufficiency of 

language to convey experience. As Buisine’s reading of photography in the novel posits, 

“Seule la photo permettrait de (se) dévisager, mais en fait la figure en reste toujours 

absente” (“L’Impossible cliché” 131). The inadequacy of language, however, is not 

solved with photography, at least not as it is represented within the novel. Instead the 

portrait scene emphasizes André’s inability to see the subject of the book that he is to 

write: “il ne le voyait pas du tout” (172). The difficulty that André expresses in not 

seeing, knowing, and representing the subject of his work is accentuated through the 
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metaphor of photography, a medium whose referential qualities are structured around 

what Cadava terms the “absence of relation” (7). 

 

A ROMANTIC CLICHÉ: LOTI AS AN HOMME 1830 

André’s fears in the novel that he does not know the twentieth-century harem 

women, and is therefore incapable of writing about and for her, is presented as an issue of 

representation and consequently speaks more to the challenges encountered by Pierre 

Loti dealing with his own fin de tradition. Meta-textual references to André’s reticence to 

write the novel and his inability to déchiffrer the subject brings to light the difficulties 

and contradictions faced by twentieth-century Orientalism. Unsure that he is the right 

man for the job, his writer’s block is tied to a constant pull between an old world and a 

new era. This tension is mapped onto the exotic subject in that the women are described 

as “femmes de transition entre celles d’hier et celles de demain” (175). They are 

represented as dynamic figures caught in a liminal space between the patriarchal practices 

of a culture that keeps them cloistered within domestic spaces, and the “progressive” 

influences of modernized Europe that infiltrate these spaces and render their sequestered 

lives unbearable. What Loti sees in their interstitial state, I contend, are the same issues 

faced by the fin-de-siècle author grappling with his own sentiment of being out of place 

and the challenge to reconcile his nostalgic attachment to the past without effectively 

becoming a thing of the past. 
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Because André, and by extension French Orientalism, wants to keep these figures 

tied to tradition as emblems of a time that predates the pulse of the modern world, the text 

confronts its own undoing and, as Bongie puts it, “the unreality of any exotic solution to 

the problem of modernity” (80). Indeed, André sees Turkey not as it is, but as he 

imagines it to be, through the distorting lens of exile and the orientalist tropes of a 

“golden age” that confine the exotic subject to romantic perceptions of a timeless culture. 

Consequently, André, and by extension Loti, fail to see the harem women for what they 

are, transitional figures caught between the competing discourses (conservatism and 

modernization) that have put them in an impossible state of placelessness. Mélek 

describes this interstitial experience as a form of exile in which they are “annihilées, 

séquestrées, étouffées” (183). Their exile is a partial self-image of Pierre Loti who, 

through the character of André, seeks to preserve in them an essential, primordial Self 

that precedes the burden of progress. While the reasons why these states of exiles differ 

are undoubtedly evident for us as critical readers, the text, too, is careful to note the 

dissimilarities in their experiences.  

In descriptions in which the novel talks about its process of becoming, the text 

recounts the struggle for a form of representation that would translate Loti’s personal 

impressions as a self-constructed exile, while at the same time, refusing the rigid 

opposition between Exoticized Other and French Self. Mélek, for example, proposes that 

André name his book Les Etouffées rather than Les Désénchantées because, as she 

contends, a title referring to disenchantment is not an accurate representation of “la 

sequestration absolue, l’exil” (325) that they endure. Their exile differs greatly from the 
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disillusioned and antisocial Romantic hero who has the financial and social privilege to 

choose alienation (Waller 10). As she exclaims: “On est désechanté de la vie quand on a 

vécu; mais nous au contraire qui ne demanderions qu’à vivre!...” (183). The marginalized 

characters in the European novels that they read have been afforded the pleasure of “des 

illusions perdues” and “l’ivresse de partir pour quelque belle course au mirage!” (205), 

whereas they do not share that same license. To portray them as a group of disenchanted 

women would therefore be a romanticization of their exilic state, obscuring the fact that 

they do not have the agency to choose their exile.  

This freedom to choose exile is precisely what the women accuse André of in the 

numerous references to the year 1830, the year that Romanticism triumphed on stage with 

the production of Victor Hugo’s Hernani, and the year of France’s invasion of Algeria 

and beginning of French colonialism in the Maghreb. The women charge André with 

resembling the outdated and suffering Romantic hero of mal du siècle fiction. Like the 

archetypical character of these novels, André is paralyzed by the desire to eternalize 

everything while acutely aware that this self-deluding fantasy causes his existential angst. 

As Mélek explains in a letter to André: “En songeant longuement à vous, notre ami, j’ai 

trouvé, j’en suis sûre, plusieurs des causes de votre souffrance…. D’abord vous voulez 

toujours tout éterniser, et vous ne jouissez jamais pleinement de rien, parce que vous 

dites: ‘Cela va finir’” (331-332). The “homme 1830,” as Djénane’s statement makes 

clear, is an out-of-fashion tradition characterized by a fatalistic attachment to the past. 

They diagnos André with same “male malady” of the nineteenth century in which the 



 261 

homme 1830’s social alienation is rooted, as Margaret Waller has expertly demonstrated, 

in his debilitating nostalgic melancholia and inability to socially (re)-produce. 

André is hesitant to produce anything at all during his trip to Istanbul, desiring 

instead to remain a passive flâneur: “il s’était promis de faire l’Oriental à Constantinople, 

de flâner et non d’écrire” (172). He prefers to savor the impressions of an imagined 

Oriental experience rather than translating them into cultural production. Making clear 

the gender politics underpinning the allusions to Romantic texts and André’s reluctance 

to write the book, Zeyneb writes in a letter to André that “Nous aurions tant besoin d’un 

ami homme, d’une main ferme, mâle, sur laquelle nous appuyer. . . . On trouve des 

hommes ainsi, dans votre monde, n’est-ce pas?” (265). His inability to write the novel is 

initially a failure of gendered male artistic representation, but one that, however, confirms 

Loti’s male authorial and authoritative bravado as the novel does indeed reach its 

completion. André’s creative impotence indirectly calls attention to Pierre Loti’s own 

narcissistic self-image as the author who can, in theory, liberate these women through his 

writing, bringing to mind Gayatri Spivak’s formulation that “white men are saving brown 

women from brown men” (93).  

The women’s cautionary advice that the narrator of André’s novel not be an 

“homme 1830” illustrates the lingering influence of Romanticism in the twentieth century 

and the challenges faced by Loti to move past the romantic clichés of nineteenth-century 

Orientalism. While in Aziyadé, the preface sets-up the plot and characters within the 

romantic vein by comparing the protagonist of the novel to the portraits of Hassan and 
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Rolla from Musset’s Namouna (1832), 114 in Les Désenchantées, Loti critiques “ces 

hommes fatals qui sont démodés depuis 1830” (293). As Lesely Blanch’s biography, 

Pierre Loti: The Legendary Romantic (1985) puts forth, Loti’s first three novels are 

characteristic of a Romantic exotic writer, but his later travel writings employ a more 

detached writing style (175). And as Chris Bongie further elaborates, “Loti’s beginning 

intention as a writer is to salvage the Romantic figure of the individual by positing him in 

an exotic land beyond the boundaries of modernity” (80), but by the time of Les 

Désenchantées, the entropic decline of the exotic has made engaging with otherness an 

unrealizable endeavor. 

In a letter to André discussing his most recent publication, “Le pays de Kaboul,” 

Djénane faults the author for not having put enough of himself “en scène.” The lifeless 

text (“on ne le [le coeur] sente plus battre dans vos livres,” 193) does not stir the reader’s 

emotions as André’s previous novels had and is, like a photograph, alive only as a corpse. 

She fears that Les Désenchantées risks the same fate and will not offer anything new: “si 

vous écrivez un roman impersonnel, en le faisant autour d’une héroïne, ou d’un groupe 

d’héroïnes, ne risquez-vous pas de ne plus rester l’écrivain d’impulsion que nous aimions 

tant?” (291). These texts, she claims, “ne varie guère” (292) because they revolve around 

the same orientalist tropes—an impossible love, clandestine meetings and exchanging of 

letters, and ultimately death. It is this same Romantic plot, ironically, that Les 

Désenchantées ultimately follows and that is echoed years prior in Aziyadé. Implicit in 

                                                 
114 The numerous mentions of 1830 could indeed be a reference to Namouna given that in the preface for 

Aziyadé, written by the narrator’s friend de Plumkett, he tells the reader that protagonist of the novel 

physically resembles the portraits of Hassan and Rolla (31).  
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this self-critique is that exoticism no longer holds the same utopian potential as a site of 

self-realization or a retreat from convention. If distance from society once was celebrated 

for generating different artistic forms, Loti makes clear that modernity has eradicated the 

exclusivity of exile. The references to Romanticism in discussions of the novel as a 

“work in progress” recount the struggle for a work of art that doesn’t simply mimic what 

has come before, but that ultimately point to its rhetorical emptiness, and more 

importantly, an underlying concern that André, like Loti, is an outdated literary 

construction. 

 

CONCLUSION: BECOMING A THING OF THE PAST 

Pierre Loti’s nostalgia mourns the loss of the past and criticizes the destructive 

powers of modern culture, much like nineteenth-century Romanticism. His Orientalist 

aesthetics structured around a longing for that which is no longer, emulates the Romantic 

trope of exile. He is like the harem women in Les Désenchantées grappling with a 

transitional moment in history, however, each going in opposite directions. By 

performing his own disappearance in an attempt to efface any outward signs of a French 

colonial identity, the writer-photographer imposes his own exile, searching for a time and 

place that is elsewhere, and that ultimately doesn’t exist at all. To define himself outside 

of France and “Frenchness” means dwelling as if in exile, always removed from the Self 

as center. The writer-photographer’s cultural disaffection from Third Republic France 
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fails in its illusion of otherness, and consequently the process of self-constructed exile 

generates a crisis of artistic identity that threatens to resign Pierre Loti to the past.  

Reluctant to participate in the thrust of history and progress as it marched ahead in 

twentieth-century France, Loti lives in the illusion of the past by creating a world of exile 

in his writing and in his photographs. His obsession with “la demi-illusion d’un de ces 

retours” (OC V 595) is made possible through the exiling of his (artistic) self from the 

present. Accordingly, Loti feared that he was forever and irrevocably an homme du passé 

and that he, like his characters, had thus become a Romantic cliché. Though his election 

to the Académie Française in 1892 guaranteed him a kind of artistic immortality, it was 

conditional, as Ferrais-Besso reminds us, on the exiling of Julien Viaud to become Pierre 

Loti (124). Officially, Julien Viaud he had become a posthumous character, an idea 

further reinforced in the uncharacteristic temporal dimension of Aziyadé that begins when 

the protagonist is already dead.115 In this way, the funerary veil covering the exotic lands 

in Pierre Loti’s verbal and visual images of Turkey points to back to his own death and 

the self-fragmentation of his exile.  

 Loti’s work thus announces his own absence by becoming a thing of the past. The 

connection between the past and absence is made explicit in the closing passage of “Dans 

le passé mort” (1891) in which Loti discusses the experience of viewing photographs:  

Je songe à ce qu’il y aura de frappant et d’étrange, dans un siècle ou deux, pour 

quelques-uns de nos arrière-fils, à passer en revue des photographies d’ancêtres 

ou d’enfants morts. Si expressifs qu’ils soient, ces portraits, gravés ou peints, que 

                                                 
115 The title page of the novel notes that the excerpts of letters and journal entries that comprise the text 

belong to a British naval officer who was killed 27 October 1877 while fighting for the Ottoman Empire. 

The narrative that follows is, however, largely written in the past tense. See Chris Bongie’s insightful 

reading of the different narrative temporalities (79-93).  
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nos ascendants nous ont légués, ne peuvent produire sur nous rien de pareil 

comme impression. Mais les photographies, qui sont des reflets émanés des êtres, 

qui fixent jusqu’à des attitudes fugitives, des gestes, des expressions instantanées, 

comme ce sera curieux et presque effrayant à revoir, pour les générations qui vont 

suivre, quand nous serons retombés, nous, dans le passé mort. . . . (emphasis 

mine, OC V 607-608) 

 

The closeness of a photographic image to its referent makes viewing photographs 

“étrange” and “effrayant.” Anticipating in what ways the technology would change 

history’s relationship to its past, Loti imagines the moment he will become the passé 

mort as the moment when he will live only in photographic images. Though elsewhere, as 

we have seen, the language and properties of photography call Loti’s world into existence 

and structure his first memories as a child, here, photography heralds his death. It is a 

sign of what Cadava calls “a mourning yet to come” (8) that marks Loti’s representations 

of the Orient with absence. Loti’s immortality is only reached in a reproducible and exilic 

existence, outside the movement of history and within the circulated different versions of 

his self-as-a-character.116 

  

                                                 
116 See Cadava’s discussion of “eternal return” (31-42).  
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Conclusion: Picturing Transcendence  

  

“Exile is a dream of a glorious return. Exile is a vision of revolution: Elba, not St 

Helena. It is an endless paradox: looking forward by always looking back. The 

exile is a ball hurled high into the air.”  

 

—Salman Rushdie, The Satanic Verses (1988) 

 

Published in the illustrated journal Le Boulevard on 25 May 1862, Honoré 

Daumier’s caricature of Nadar [fig. 5.1] in his hot air balloon humorously captures the 

founding figure of French photography soaring over the heights of Paris. The lithograph, 

entitled “Nadar élevant la photographie à la hauteur de l’art,” shows the photographer, his 

top hat in mid-air and basket swaying, on the verge of falling out of the balloon. He is so 

absorbed in taking a photograph of the French capital, that is to say so preoccupied by 

proving photography’s status as art, that he unknowingly risks plummeting to the depths 

below. On the ground, the word “photographie” is imprinted on every building, a 

hyperbolic and sarcastic depiction of the banality of photography that was not only 

everywhere, but that, more unnervingly, mediated the world through photographic 

representation. Referencing Nadar’s impassioned plea that photography was more than a 

science because “elle s’est élevée à la hauteur de l’art…” (qtd. in Mémoires d’un Géant 

80), here, Daumier plays with the idea of “la hauteur” to question photography’s status as 

art.  
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Figure 5.1 Honoré Daumier, “Nadar élevant la Photographie à la hauteur de l’Art.” Le 

Boulevard, 25 May 1862. Lithograph. 

 

In the satirical portrait of Nadar, a close-friend of Daumier, the photographer’s 

desperate quest to affirm photography as an art takes him to such great heights that he  

nearly disappears from this world entirely, a cautionary reminder to the viewer that 

photography’s physical immediacy not only conceals its means of production, but more 

importantly, that the artist in question is virtually eliminated altogether. Indeed, the 

balloon’s vertical ascent carries with it the photographer whose imminent departure from 

the scene leaves behind a vulgarized urban landscape where everything is reduced to 

mechanical representation. The sheer number of “photographs” in the caricature, 
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illustrated through the repetition of the textual signifier, underscores that photography 

should be considered an industry, one that diminishes the world to sameness. It is an 

emblematic and iconic image of the photographer as an “out of place” figure, distanced 

from society in his elevation and placeless in his lack of grounding. If Nadar was 

renowned for making the rest of the art world famous through his portraits, he also 

became legendary for his daring aerial adventures, frequently posing in his studio in his 

balloons [fig. 5.2] and serving as inspiration for Jules Verne’s protagonist, Michel Ardan, 

in De la terre à la lune (1863).  

Indeed, Daumier’s lithograph also memorializes an historic event of the 

nineteenth century: Nadar’s realization of the first aerial photograph in 1858 taken from a 

tethered hot air balloon and his pioneering efforts at aerial navigation that paralleled his 

artistic career. Nadar’s interest in balloon flight stemmed from his desire to take the first 

aerostatic photograph, an honor that would not only disprove experts who told him that 

such a feat was impossible, but one that was sure to secure him a place in history. His 

construction of “Le Géant,” the world’s largest hot air balloon first launched from the 

Champs-de-Mars in October 1863, equipped with its own photography studio in the two-

story gondola, quickly became an international sensation. Though he incurred financial 

ruin and even physical injuries after one flight crashed in Hanover, Nadar’s “Géant” 

toured around Europe and was exhibited at the Crystal Palace, earning the adventuring 

bohemian heroic recognition (Rouillé 109).  

In A terre et en l’air: Mémoires du “Géant” (1864), Le Droit au vol (1865), and 

Quand j’étais photographe (1900), Nadar celebrates his achievement, detailing his 
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painstaking determination to capture the first photograph en l’air and his seminal 

discovery that aerial flight would only be achieved through a machine heavier than air, 

unlike the balloon that is acted upon by air’s pressure. In these texts, Nadar notes the 

utility and economic potential of such an endeavor in relation to photography, observing 

that with aerial photography one could survey land effectively, efficiently, and 

consistently.117 He also anticipates the way air travel, like photography, could transform 

society by collapsing distance, transforming perspective, and altering one’s relationship 

to space and place, ultimately re-working identity politics by changing our relationship to 

our surroundings.  

Describing his first experience of taking flight in Quand j’étais photographe, 

Nadar feels an immediate sensation of “bonheur,” noting that in air, one “se sente là vivre 

réellement pour la première fois” (76). He goes on to detail the liberating transcendence 

occasioned from balloon travel: 

Comme le laps des temps écoulés, l’altitude qui l’éloigne réduit toutes choses à 

leurs proportions relatives, à la Vérité. En cette sérénité surhumaine, le spasme de 

l’ineffable transport dégage l’âme de la matière qui s’oublie comme si elle 

n’existait plus, volatilisée elle-même en essence plus pure. (76) 

 

Transcending the limits of Earth, the airborne traveler also transcends the limits of his 

own body and the restrictions of the material world. In this transcendental disembodiment 

where “nulle force humaine” (76) exists, he achieves a state of “pure essence,” 

overcoming alienation from his self and from society by becoming one with the air. This 

                                                 
117 During the Siege of Paris (1870-1871), Nadar constructed 66 balloons that were used by the French 

military to survey and map land, as well as distribute mail to other parts of France and Europe. A mobile 

panopticon of sorts, if aerial navigation offered a limitless frontier for humankind, it also gave way to new 

methods of communication and policing.  
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elevation also provides a new vantage point for the artist, one that is reminiscent of 

Zola’s Saccard and the desire for ocular mastery; however, Nadar’s poetic description fits 

more in line with his theories on photography that locate the medium’s distinctiveness in 

the “intelligible trace”—a term I borrow from Krauss—in which meaning is not the 

physical trace of a material object, but rather how it is interpreted. As Rosalind Krauss 

explains, “for Nadar the question of the intelligible trace remained viable as an aesthetic 

(rather than a real) basis for photography” (original emphasis, 45). Truth, as Nadar makes 

clear in the above quotation, is not about the imitation of physical reality or the 

translation of surface appearances, but rather about how one perceives it.118 In this 

formulation, distance—and even an exile—from the world below is privileged as a means 

of accessing a higher truth.  

 In transcending the material, both photography and air travel share in common a 

new relationship to space and place and one’s experience within it. Inspired by observing 

birds, Nadar imagines in what ways aerial navigation would allow humans to conquer the 

atmosphere and the force of gravity. In other words, one could use air—that is to say 

absence—to his/her advantage. The “conquête du domaine de l’air,” as Nadar notes, 

creates an “escalade sublime” (Mémoires du Géant vii, 144) that brings humankind closer 

to divinity by controlling nature. No longer would civilization be tethered to space and 

place; rather one could embrace a newfound mobility outside the constraints of society 

and the laws of nature. As importantly, photography would not be tied to the restraints of 

                                                 
118 For more on how Nadar viewed photography as an aesthetic process, see Wettlaufer’s study of Nadar’s 

portraiture in “Sand and Nadar: Portraits of the Performance of Artistic Identity.” George Sand Studies 31 

(2012/13): 83-103. 
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physical immediacy in the same way, but could achieve a kind of autonomy as an art à 

distance.119  

Victor Hugo, too, recognized the democratic possibilities in aerial navigation and 

praised Nadar for his achievements. In a letter written to Nadar in January 1864 that was 

meant to serve as a preface to the photographer’s Manifeste de l’automotion aérienne 

(1863), Hugo highlights that a new era of unity, harmony, and ultimately liberty would be 

possible with his invention. He describes aerial navigation as the ability to “s’appartenir 

dans l’air” (qtd. in Christolhomme 167)—to, in effect, achieve existential unity through 

absence. Hugo is careful to note that air travel does not entail passive mobility; rather, as 

he suggests, the key is to “se mouvoir” and “s’envoler.” In other words, Hugo 

underscores the possibility for individual agency within mechanized forms of mobility 

wherein the body commands external forces instead of being moved by them. The 

significance of all this, as Hugo suggests, is that humankind will not only be delivered 

from the ties that bind it to gravity, but more importantly, that modern conditions of 

alienation will be transcended: “Qu’est-ce que l’aéroscaphe dirigé? C’est la suppression 

immédiate, absolue, instantanée, universelle, partout à la fois, à jamais de la frontière…. 

C’est toute la borne abolie. C’est toute la séparation détruite. C’est le vieux nœud gordien 

lâchant prise…. C’est l’immense mise en liberté du genre humain” (qtd. in 

Christolhomme 169). A new way of living freely, as Hugo goes on to explain, “Petit 

                                                 
119 This is not to say that aerial photography as Nadar imagines it wouldn’t require an indexical 

relationship, but the proximity between photographer and photographed subject would be vastly different. 

Krauss convincingly argues that Nadar’s writings on photography insist on the “physical proximity” and 

the “act of passage between two bodies in space” (34); however, I would argue that what this means, 

particularly as it concerns landscape photography, changes with air travel.    
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détail: plus de proscription possible. Le proscrit va en France, descend dans son jardin, 

entre dans sa maison, embrasse sa mère, serre quelques mains d’amis, et remonte. Exilez 

donc l’alouette!” (169). Anticipating Lukács’ notion of “transcendental homelessness” 

through the image of the lark, Hugo fantasizes about the effects air travel would have on 

various forms of exile.120  

 Written during Hugo’s exile, in keeping with his dreams of a unifying the 

European continent, he imagines a democratization of the land that would effectively do 

away with displacement: “Toute la Terre sera Démocratie” (169). Undoubtedly with his 

own situation in mind as he wrote to Nadar from Guernsey, he conceives of an era in 

which home is universally accessible despite geographic distance. He also draws our 

attention to the way modes of travel impact identity politics and communities of 

belonging. With borders no longer in place and with increased mobility possible to all, at 

least in theory, the construction of seflfhood via space and place implodes the formation 

of identity along geopolitical and social divisions. In his idealized conception of 

globalization, placelessness becomes a universal state of belonging, and with it, distance 

is no longer a shaping force of alienation making exile nonviable. Nadar, however, 

warned against this romantic view and even predicated the dangers of a globalized world 

made possible through his invention:  

Eh bien, devant cette découverte merveilleuse qui semblait ouvrir l’immense et 

définitif horizon de la fraternité à la grande famille humaine, le gouvernement 

d’alors s’émut et se réunit avec une seule préoccupation: à savoir si la nouvelle 

invention n’allait pas fournir des facilités au meilleur service de la maréchaussée? 

                                                 
120 It is interesting to note that “alouette” became the name for models of helicopters used by the French 

army in the twentieth century.  
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De toute cette grande chose, le gouvernement n’avait été touché que d’un point: 

mettre plus aisément la main sur le collet de son prochain! (Mémoirs du Géant 

124)  

 

All too aware of how this new frontier would be exploited by hegemonic forces, Nadar 

underscores fears that Loti shares at the turn of the century in which the homogenizing 

effects of a globalized world entail not only a loss of cultural diversity, but also foster 

uneven power dynamics between cultures. Similarly, photography shared this same 

potential to democratize Art, available to all to both produce and access photographic 

images, while simultaneously an ideological agent of surveillance and control that 

communicates “facts” about the world. 

 As I have demonstrated throughout this project via representations of exile as it 

shifts between metaphor and reality in the work of Hugo, Zola, and Loti, photography 

shaped the way these artists’s presented themselves to the world and their aesthetics of 

representation. Their engagement with photographic representation during their exilic 

absence from France, performed, lived, affected, or otherwise, draws upon the 

present/absence characteristic of photography to render their own absence present. For 

these writer-photographers, the camera, like exile and its connection to artistic identity, 

served as a tool of self-expression that could, as they hoped, secure their place in history. 

A trope of Western mythology from Homer’s Odysseus to Shakespeare’s 

Prospero, exile in the nineteenth century is a matter of national politics, industrialization, 

globalization, and colonizaliation that finds echoes in the literature and visual culture. 

Moving from deserted islands to the crowded yet isolating urban metropolis, and finally 

to exotic locales, the nineteenth-century artist inhabits different spaces of exile and, 
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through this estrangement from society, the exile becomes an avatar of artistic genius. By 

looking at the connections between exile, photography, and artistic (self)-representation 

in the nineteenth century through artists that crossed aesthetic and geographic borders, we 

see in what ways photographic practice transcends its own discursive limitations as a 

medium seemingly tied to physical realities. Negotiating and performing their identities 

as outsiders and seeking cultural immortality through photographic representation, as I 

have argued, a more complex image of not only Hugo, Zola, and Loti’s aesthetics 

emerges. Through the motfi of exile and the affinities it shares with photography, these 

writer-photographers explore the representation of experience as it shifts between 

presence and absence. Their reflections on exilic absence show in what ways artistic 

movements and forms overlap, anticipate, and influence one another. Indeed, if their 

search for a language of exile illustrates the continuation of Romantic ideals of 

subjectivity and interiority into the twentieth century, it equally shows that Realism is not 

so formulaic or transparent.  

To return to Daumier’s caricature, the image of the artist in flight crystallizes the 

connections, as I have been arguing, between metaphors of exile, the construction of 

artistic identity, and questions of representation that, in the nineteenth century, are 

figured forth around photography. It shows the artist representing the world while 

separated from it, or more precisely elevated above it. With Paris below him, from this 

undetermined or unfixed location, the artist’s positionality becomes a performance of 

placelessness as a method of transcendence. Closer to the celestial bodies, the 

photographer assumes the creator’s vantage point, working more closely en collaboration 
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avec le soleil. Abandoning the tangible and material world, he takes his place among the 

infinite, immaterial, and ultimately imaginative. Though photography paralleled the rise 

of Realism in the nineteenth century and was used as a metaphor to both legitimize and 

disparage realist aesthetics, Hugo, Zola, and Loti, like Nadar, all embrace photography as 

a form of artistic expression rather than imitation of the real.  

Reflecting on the near past from the vantage of the twentieth century in Quand 

j’étais photographe, Nadar claims that photography was the single greatest achievement 

of the nineteenth century because it endowed humankind with the god-like power to 

create from nothing: “le plus surprenant, le plus troublant de tous: celui qui semble 

donner enfin à l’homme le pouvoir de créer, lui aussi, à son tour” (4). Photography, as 

these nineteenth-century writers saw it, was not only an art, but more importantly, one 

that allowed for the greatest form of artistic creation on the part of the artist—to shape, 

fashion, and ultimately create reality.  
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