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Epiphanic Visions: The Imaginative
Power of Comparative Literature

this issue’s cover offers a pastiche, epitomizes the surrealist tech-

nique of juxtaposing incompatible elements. While commentators
generally view this intriguing conflation between night and daylight as the
source of an unfathomable mystery, I would suggest another possible in-
terpretation that could be applied to the field of comparative literature by
metaphorical extension. Should one choose to place emphasis on the sun-
lit sky, this painting could also be read as a veiled allusion to the positive
potentialities of art, literature, and imagination, broadly speaking. Viewed
from this perspective, the painting thus transcends its initial contradictions
in order to suggest various forms of epiphanic visions. By firmly locating
the journal’s logo in the bright sky, the imaginative power of comparative
literature is foregrounded. Indeed, the ability of our field to open up new
avenues of thought, thus enlarging our understanding of the world, tran-
spires from the vast range of contributions gathered in this volume.

This issue differs from its two immediate predecessors as it starts
with a section devoted to original comparative literature scholarship,
which is to become a permanent feature of the journal. These essays, es-
pecially commissioned from established scholars for this occasion, shed
light on the current state of the field and its developments in a way review
essays and book reviews cannot possibly do. The four articles of this ini-
tial section deal with topics echoed in subsequent parts of the journal, i.e.
postcolonial and Indigenous theater studies, translation studies, gender
studies, and historiography. Diana Looser’s analysis of the ambivalent in-
fluence of Gauguin on Indigenous stage works from English and French
Polynesia introduces the notion of intermediality already suggested in the
cover’s indebtedness to painting. Haun Saussy’s contribution reconsiders
the vexed issue of translation, a time-honored concern of our discipline.

BELGIAN PAINTER RENE MAGRITTE'S The Empire of Light, of which
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Jordana Greenblatt’s essay, which links queer theory and life writing, ad-
dresses matters to which the ICLA Gender Studies Committee devotes its
research activities. Echoing Greenblatt, Anne Tomiche examines the ways
in which the historiographies of avant-garde literary movements could
be reconfigured from the perspective of gender studies.

A similarly rich variety of topics characterizes the “review essays”
section. Christian Balliu’s discussion of the ambitious project “Histoire
des traductions en langue francaise” offers a useful French-language
counterpart to Haun Saussy’s essay on translation. Fabrice Preyat’s essay
on the literary legacy of the myth of Faust includes an examination of
hitherto little-studied Belgian material. Finally, Eugene L. Arva’s in-depth
review essay of a major work on trauma studies straddles Western and
Indigenous Australian literatures. Moreover, it establishes a connection
between trauma and ecocritical concerns.

The book review section, which collects over thirty contributions,
could be divided into two parts: a first one dealing with postcolonial,
multicultural, and world literature studies, and a second one concentrat-
ing on comparative literature studies in a more traditional sense. The
last review, focusing on a book tantalizingly entitled Writing the Dream,
ironically echoes the epiphanic metaphor evoked by Magritte’s painting.
In the first part, the initial postcolonial cluster of books reviewed recalls
many of the topics dealt with in Diana Looser’s opening scholarly es-
say, as these pieces detail the complex ways in which postcolonial literary
studies are reconceptualized today. This cluster is expanded with reviews
of books exploring issues related to cosmopolitanism, migration, global-
ization, trauma, world literature in colonial contexts, and transnational-
ism. Jean Bessiere’s review of Ranjan Ghosh and J. Hillis Miller’s Think-
ing Literature Across Continents constitutes an ideal transition between
the two parts of the book reviews section. Indeed, the two authors of
Thinking Literature Across Continents hail respectively from non-Western
and Euro-American academic circles. The second group of book reviews
touches on a wide range of topics, starting with considerations about
the growing field of ecocriticism. Interestingly, David O’Donnell’s re-
view of Hope at Sea: Possible Ecologies in Oceanic Literature offers a subtle
link with the first part, given its postcolonial literary corpus. After ex-
aminations of books dealing variously with literary theory, literary his-
tory, folklore, fiction and translation studies in the broadest sense, this
second part moves to reviews of two books dealing with the concept of
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posthumanism, an area of increasing prominence in comparative lit-
erature studies. While posthumanism inevitably suggests challenges, the
last book examined in this part, Writing the Dream, perhaps invites us to
meet them with a sense of hope. The last section of the journal contains
three reports of comparative literature conferences held in Europe and
America in 2017 and 2018.

The 2018 issue marks a major turning point in the history of Re-
cherche littéraire/Literary Research: as of 2019 the journal will be taken
over by the Brussels branch of international academic publisher Peter
Lang. It will henceforth be published in a gold open-access format and
will appear in the fall of each year. I sincerely thank Mrs Pagacz, Peter
Lang’s acquisitions editor, for her role in facilitating the negotiation of
a publication contract with ICLA. Sadly, though, the 2018 issue is there-
fore the last one our dedicated production officer, Jenny Webb, will be in
charge of. I would wish to extend my warm-hearted thanks to her for her
outstanding performance in that role for so many years. As in previous
issues, I would also like to acknowledge the help, advice, and support of
many colleagues, including Dorothy Figueira, the immediate past edi-
tor, the members of our advisory board, as well as John Schweppe who
skillfully designed the cover. As always, I thank the ICLA for its financial
support of this publication. I truly look forward to the challenges and
potentialities ahead, as I continue to edit Recherche littéraire/Literary Re-
search in its new iteration.

MARC MAUFORT
Brussels, May 2018



Visions épiphaniques: la puissance
imaginative de la littérature comparée

Le tableau du peintre belge René Magritte, Lempire des lumieéres, dont
la couverture de ce numéro nous offre un pastiche, illustre parfaitement
la technique surréaliste qui consiste a juxtaposer des éléments incom-
patibles. Si les critiques s’accordent généralement a voir dans cette fusion
étrange entre jour et nuit une source de mystere insondable, je suggérerais
une autre interprétation qui pourrait s’appliquer métaphoriquement
au domaine de la littérature comparée. Pour peu que 'on décide de
mettre Paccent sur le ciel éclairé, on pourrait déceler dans cette peinture
une allusion voilée aux potentiel positif inhérent a I'art, la littérature et
I'imagination, au sens large. Dans cette optique, la peinture transcende
ses contradictions originelles, évoquant en fin de compte diverses formes
de visions épiphaniques. La décision de placer résolument le logo de la
revue dans la luminosité met a ’'avant-plan la puissance imaginative de la
littérature comparée. En effet, la capacité de notre domaine de recherche
a nous conduire vers de nouveaux modes de pensée, élargissant ainsi
notre compréhension du monde, se manifeste a travers le large éventail
de contributions réunies dans ce volume.

Ce numéro differe de ses deux prédécesseurs immédiats : il souvre
avec une section consacrée a de la recherche originale en littérature
comparée, une nouveauté destinée a devenir pérenne. Ces articles de
recherche, invités spécialement pour la circonstance, ont été écrits par
des spécialistes reconnus de la discipline et offrent un éclairage sur I'état
de I'art qu'un simple compte rendu ne pourrait fournir. Les quatre es-
sais réunis dans cette premiére section traitent de sujets qui trouvent
un écho a travers ensemble du volume, C’est-a-dire les études drama-
tiques postcoloniales et indigenes, les études de traductologie, les études
de genre, ainsi que lhistoriographie. L'analyse que Diana Looser nous
propose de I'influence ambivalente de Gauguin sur des ceuvres théatrales
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indigenes de la Polynésie francophone et anglophone introduit la notion
d’intermédialité, déja suggérée par le pastiche de la couverture. Lessai de
Haun Saussy réexamine la problématique délicate de la traduction, un
domaine depuis longtemps au centre des préoccupations de notre dis-
cipline. La contribution de Jordana Greenblatt, qui étudie le genre du
récit de vie par le biais de la théorie « queer », se penche sur des themes
au coeur des activités du comité de recherche sur le genre de AILC. Fai-
sant écho a Greenblatt, Anne Tomiche examine les diverses facons selon
lesquelles I’historiographie des avant-gardes littéraires pourrait étre re-
conceptualisée grace a une approche genrée.

Une variété tout aussi riche de sujets caractérise la section con-
sacrée aux essais critiques. En contrepoint a larticle de recherche de
Haun Saussy relatif a la traduction, Christian Balliu nous offre une
synthese critique du projet ambitieux de I « Histoire des traductions
en langue frangaise ». L'article critique de Fabrice Préyat traitant de
I’héritage littéraire du mythe de Faust inclut une analyse d’'un maté-
riau belge peu étudié jusqu'a aujourd’hui. Enfin, la critique détaillée de
Eugene L. Arva d’un ouvrage majeur sur les études du trauma permet
de couvrir a la fois les littératures occidentales et indigenes d’Australie.
De plus, Arva établit un lien entre les préoccupations liées au trauma et
celles relatives a Pécocritique.

La section dévolue aux comptes rendus, qui rassemble plus de trente
contributions, pourrait étre divisée en deux parties : une premiere trai-
tant des études postcoloniales et multiculturelles et de la littérature mon-
diale, ainsi qu'une seconde se concentrant sur les études comparatistes
sous un angle plus traditionnel. Ironiquement, le dernier compte rendu,
celui d’un livre au titre évocateur Ecrire le réve, fait écho a la métaphore
épiphanique de la peinture de Magritte. La premiére partie de cette sec-
tion débute par un groupe de comptes rendus rappelant un bon nombre
de theémes traités par Diana Looser. En effet, ces recensions examinent
en détail comment les études postcoloniales ont été réinventées a I’heure
actuelle. Suivent des comptes rendus d’ouvrages sur des sujets apparen-
tés relatifs au cosmopolitisme, a la migration, a la globalisation, au trau-
ma, a la littérature mondiale en rapport avec le colonialisme ainsi qu'au
transnationalisme. Le rapport que Jean Bessiére consacre a 'ouvrage de
Ranjan Ghosh et J. Hillis Miller, Thinking Literature Across Continents,
constitue une transition idéale entre les deux parties de la section des
comptes rendus. En effet, les deux auteurs de cet ouvrage appartiennent
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respectivement aux mondes académiques non-occidental et euro-améri-
cain. Le deuxiéme groupe de comptes rendus aborde un grand nombre
de sujets, en débutant par écocritique, domaine en pleine expansion
de nos jours. Il est intéressant de noter que I'ouvrage dont parle David
O’Donnell, Hope at Sea : Possible Ecologies in Oceanic Literature, établit un
lien subtil avec la premiére partie de la section des comptes rendus, étant
donné son corpus postcolonial. Outre des recensions de livres traitant
de la théorie de la littérature, de I'histoire littéraire, du folklore, du genre
romanesque et de la traductologie au sens le plus large, cette deuxieme
partie se prolonge par des comptes rendus de deux livres consacrés au
posthumanisme, un champ de recherche d’importance croissante pour
la littérature comparée. Si le posthumanisme nous confronte immanqua-
blement & des défis, le dernier ouvrage analysé dans cette partie, Ecrire
le réve, contient peut-étre des pistes qui nous permettront d’aborder ces
défis plus sereinement. La derniére section de la revue contient trois rap-
ports concernant des colloques de littérature comparée qui se sont tenus
en Europe et en Amérique en 2017 et 2018.

Ce numéro marque un tournant majeur dans 'histoire de Recherche
littéraire/Literary Research : a partir de 2019, la revue sera reprise par la
maison bruxelloise des éditions académiques internationales Peter Lang.
Elle sera désormais publiée en libre acces (version « gold ») et paraitra
a Pautomne de chaque année. Je remercie sincerement Mme Pagacz, la
directrice des éditions Peter Lang a Bruxelles, pour son réle décisif dans
les négociations ayant conduit a la signature d’un contrat de publication
avec PAILC. Je regrette cependant que le numéro de 2018 soit donc le
dernier auquel notre dévouée chargée de production Jenny Webb colla-
borera. Je tiens a la remercier trés chaleureusement pour 'excellent travail
quelle a accompli pendant de nombreuses années. Comme par le passé,
je désire également saluer I'aide, le soutien et les conseils de nombreux
collegues, parmi lesquels il faut compter Dorothy Figueira, ma prédéces-
seure, les membres de notre comité consultatif, ainsi que John Schweppe,
qui a habilement congu la couverture. Cette année encore, je remercie
IAILC pour le financement de cette publication. Je me réjouis a la pers-
pective des défis et opportunités que je rencontrerai dans la poursuite de
mon mandat de rédacteur de Recherche littéraire/Literary Research dans
sa nouvelle mouture.

MARC MAUFORT
Bruxelles, mai 2018



Theatrical Crossings, Pacific Visions:
Gauguin, Meryon, and the Staging of
Oceanian Modernities

Diana Looser

ern art is marked by an intriguing, if uneven, dialogue: European

artists’ cultural translations of Pacific material shaped foreign
perceptions of the “South Seas,” yet their Oceanian subject matter and
experiences furnished some of the prevailing precepts and motifs of Eu-
ropean aesthetic modernism. How have these legacies been recalled and
repurposed by dramatists from the Pacific, and how might these dramat-
ic works contribute to the articulation of an Oceanian modernity? Taking
an approach that interleaves history, art history, and intercultural theatre
studies, this essay considers two award-winning Oceanian plays about
the mutual influences between nineteenth-century French artists and the
Polynesian societies that hosted and inspired them. Pasefika (2009-16) by
Pakeha New Zealand playwright Stuart Hoar, spirals out from the onei-
ric Pacific imagery superimposed upon Charles Meryon’s gothic etchings
of urban Paris, recalling Meryon’s sojourn in the Maori settlement and
fledgling French colony of Akaroa in the 1840s. Tahiti M@ ohi dramatist
Jean-Marc Tera’ituatini Pambrun’s Les Parfums du Silence (2003/09) uses
the occasion of Paul Gauguin’s death in the Marquesas Islands in 1903 as
a platform for Gauguin’s Marquesan friends and models to debate his life
and legacy, as well as their own multilayered past and ambivalent future
under French colonialism.

THE REPRESENTATION OF THE PAcIFIC ISLANDS in modern west-
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Both historiographic dramas reposition their artists’ biographies
to privilege indigenous epistemologies and the impact of the Pacific
on western art-making, and to present self-conscious meditations on
the possibilities and limits of cross-cultural exchange in the colonial
past and the (post)colonial present. In so doing, the plays explore facets
of different Oceanian modernities emerging from the “New Pacific” of
imperial influence, postcolonial independence movements, indigenous
rights initiatives, and mass diasporic flows generated by the impact
of postwar global economic shifts on small island states. By deliber-
ately juxtaposing European and Oceanian notions of the modern, Les
Parfums du Silence and Pasefika situate theatre not merely as an aes-
thetic expression of modernity in Oceania but as a reflexive site for
investigating and negotiating its terms and conditions. By bringing to-
gether these two plays from French Polynesia and Aotearoa New Zea-
land—one francophone and one anglophone, by one indigenous and
one non-indigenous author, this discussion sheds light on how shared
concerns are treated in different theatrical sites and contexts across the
region, and how they flow into urgent and evolving questions of Ocea-
nian belonging.

TuEe FrRENCH CONNECTION:
TRAVEL, TRANSITION, TRANSLATION

Long before European advancement into the Pacific, genealogical ties
bound the Maori of Aotearoa New Zealand and the Ma@’ohi of Tahiti (So-
ciety Islands), forming part of a vast network of indigenous Pacific Island
communities linked by ancient migratory voyages. In the context of Eu-
ropean scientific and exploratory voyages of the late eighteenth century,
Tahiti and Aotearoa came more sharply into French consciousness at the
same time, following Louis-Antoine de Bougainville’s circumnavigation
of Tahiti in 1768 (a year after the British explorer Samuel Wallis) and
the first French encounter with New Zealand by Jean-Francois de Sur-
ville in 1769 while British explorer James Cook was simultaneously cir-
cumnavigating the country—significantly, finding his way and brokering
transactions with local Maori with the assistance of his Ra‘iatean naviga-
tor and ambassador, Tupaia.! These two spaces, however, were initially

1. Ra‘iatea is the second largest of the Society Islands, located 135 miles
north-west of Tahiti.
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defined by their difference from one another in the French imagination,
as indigenous connections were overwritten by the vagaries of foreign
encounter. Bougainville’s popularly acclaimed Voyage autour du monde
(1771) extolled Tahiti as an earthly paradise populated with beautiful,
innocent, and carefree inhabitants, lending credence to the theories of
Rousseau and Diderot. New Zealand, on the other hand, became subject
to another myth, depicted as a fearsome place of warriors and cannibals,
an impression reinforced by the murder and consumption of French ex-
plorer Marc-Joseph Marion Du Fresne and twenty-six of his officers and
men in the Bay of Islands in 1772 (figure 1). Even though the initial
French reprisal left 250 Maori dead, early writers tended to ignore the
European role in this tragedy, and it influenced French opinions for a
long time (Dunmore, “The First Contacts” 13-16). As Christiane Mor-
telier affirms, whereas more balanced accounts did exist, French dis-
course emphasized the “New Zealand-Tahiti opposition,” dichotomiz-
ing “Ignoble Barbarians” and “Noble Savages” in travelogues, treatises,
and material culture, and reinforcing an ethnic and moral cartography
that persisted well into the nineteenth century (166; Collins “Maori”
155-56) (figure 2).

Figure 1. Charles Meryon (1821-1868). Death of Marion du Fresne at the Bay of
Islands, New Zealand, 12 June 1772. Between 1846 and 1848. Crayon, pencil, and
chalk on paper with linen backing. Exhibited at the Paris Salon, 1848. Ref: G-824-
3. Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington, New Zealand. Meryon’s stylized and
exoticized reconstruction of du Fresne’s violent demise suggests how prejudicial
French myths about Maori, stemming from this event, were alive in Meryon’s
artistic imagination at this point in his career.
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Figure 2. Basset, Jeu Instructif des Peuples et Costumes des Quatre Parties du Monde
et des Terres Australes (Instructive game of the peoples and costumes of the four
parts of the world and of the southern lands), 1815. Detail. This nineteenth-
century version of the Game of the Goose (jeu de I'oie) had players roll dice to
complete a spiral journey around the world, from China to France, along 63
consecutively numbered spaces. Players landing on Tahiti (space 19, traditionally
represented by an inn) were waylaid for two turns by the hospitality and amorous
wiles of the friendly natives, pictured here as proffering breadfruit and breasts
with classical grace beside a languid, palm-fringed lagoon. Players landing in New
Zealand (space 58, conventionally indicating death) were the feast—the image
depicts a despondent European tied to a stake before a fire as a Maori man ad-
vances to clobber the captive with his patu—and had to return to the beginning.
Images courtesy of Kroch Library, Division of Rare and Manuscript Collections,
Cornell University.

France’s nineteenth-century colonial ambitions sought to suture
both sites into one geostrategic entity. As Peter Tremewan has explained,
the French came extremely close to colonizing southern New Zealand:
“If it were not for a few delays in the implementation of French plans,
New Zealand could have had a British North Island and a French South
Island” (13).2 After acquiring Banks Peninsula (on the South Island’s east

2. This hypothetical situation has inspired contemporary New Zealand dra-
matists, as seen in Dave Armstrong’s ludic play, Le Sud (2009). Less a counterfac-
tual history than an irreverent sending-up of various cultural stereotypes, Le Sud
explores the comic clashes that occur when the beleaguered, conservative Prime
Minister of English-speaking North Zealand, Jim Petersen, and his fellow coali-
tion politicians travel down to francophone South Zealand, the richest country in
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coast) from local Maori in 1838, whaling captain Jean Frangois Langlois
returned to New Zealand in 1840 as an agent of the Nanto-Bordelaise
Company with a shipload of colonists escorted by a naval corvette. They
put ashore at Akaroa, only to discover that the British had just annexed
New Zealand via the signing of the Treaty of Waitangi, collapsing French
hopes of creating France’s only colony in a temperate climate, and Akaroa
became a French town in a British dependency (Tremewan 13). Speaking
to the colonial web linking Aotearoa New Zealand, Tahiti, and the Mar-
quesas Islands, the failure of the French venture in New Zealand spurred
its schemes in the Marquesas (annexed by France in 1842) and in Tahiti
(made a French protectorate in 1842); some administrators from Akaroa
went on to play similar bureaucratic roles in Tahiti and there was even
a proposal to send the Akaroa colonists there (Tremewan 308-09, 302,
290). Consequently, France’s lack of fortunes in New Zealand contrib-
uted to the making of French Polynesia. These linkages also enabled the
crossings and intercultural liaisons of Charles Meryon (1821-1868) and
Paul Gauguin (1848-1903), who visited both New Zealand and French
Polynesia and drew inspiration for their art from the two locales.

In the intervening years, the two sites have developed distinctively un-
der different colonial auspices. New Zealand was shaped predominantly by
British settler-colonialism, which determined its identity as an anglophone
polity with ties to the British Empire. It is currently a sovereign state and
member of the Commonwealth of Nations that has a 74% Pakeha (New
Zealand European) and 15% Maori population, along with growing Pacif-
ic Islander and Asian communities (Statistics New Zealand). New Zealand
is also a metropolitan state and neo-colonial presence in the South Pacific
region. Maori self-determination initiatives have been increasingly visible
since the 1970s (allied to global indigenous rights movements), which have
led to a renaissance of Maori language and culture and an official policy of
biculturalism, although New Zealand’s expanding multicultural popula-
tion, especially immigrant Pacific Islanders, are encouraging a reorienta-
tion of the nation toward a more integrated Pacific identity. French Poly-
nesia, of which Tahiti is the most populous island and home to the capital
seat of Papeete,’ is a collectivité d’outre-mer (overseas collectivity) of the

the Southern Hemisphere, to broker an electrical power deal with their libertine,
laid-back, socialist counterparts, led by the handsome, womanizing Prime Min-
ister Frangois Duvauchelle.

3. French Polynesia comprises five administrative subdivisions: The Mar-
quesas Islands, the Windward Islands and the Leeward Islands (both part of the
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French Republic. In almost direct demographic contrast to New Zealand,
the francophone population comprises 78% native Polynesians and 10%
local and metropolitan French (CIA), although the French administra-
tive hold remains steadfast. Indigenous independence or self-determi-
nation movements have been less visible, although it is in literature and
art that Ma’ohi cultural and political expression has been most evident,
through local engagement and by cultivating trans-indigenous networks
with other Pacific Islanders (Gagné 385-87). Part of this expression is
what Daniel Margueron dubs “I'lle-térature”: a literary output that re-
flects the Pacific Island world and that emerges from the encounters be-
tween Polynesian cultures and people from numerous other places (26).

In terms of dramatic literature, there are commonalities between Ta-
hiti and Aotearoa New Zealand in the context of a wave of postcolonial
indigenous playwriting that has flourished throughout Oceania since
the late 1960s. For example, the first produced Maori play, Harry Dan-
sey’s Te Raukura: The Feathers of the Albatross (1972) was performed the
same year that Maco Tevane inaugurated Tahitian popular theatre with
his play Te pe’ape’a hau ‘ore o Papa Penu e 0 Mama Roro (The Incessant
Disputes of Papa Penu and Mama Roro, 1972) (Saura 101). Whereas Jean-
Marc Tera’ituatini Pambrun (1953-2011) forms part of a small group
of Ma’ohi dramatists such as Henri Hiro, John Mairai, Julien Gué, and
Valérie Gobrait, there are a far greater number of Maori playwrights. This
situation reflects Aotearoa’s relative size and more extensive theatrical in-
frastructure, although—as with the work of Stuart Hoar (1957—)—the
local theatre ecology remains dominated by Pakeha playwriting and
production. Moreover, while some indigenous dramatists from these
two sites have written in reo Maori or reo Ma’ohi/reo Tahiti (Maori or
Tahitian languages, which are Polynesian cognates), the majority script
their work in the prevailing colonial languages of English or French. This
circumstance has given rise to vibrant discussions about how translation
might help to bridge the divides of colonial partitioning in the mod-
ern Pacific, especially its potential to liberate French Pacific writers as a
“conveniently gagged and largely unheard” minority (Nicole 265) and
to allow them to participate in the creative, discursive, and political net-
works from which anglophone writers have benefited. During the past
two decades, considerable advances have been made toward inclusive
discussions and mutual translations that work towards “constructing a

Society Islands), the Tuamotu and Gambier Islands, and the Austral Islands.
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shared space that also celebrates local difference” (Walker-Morrison and
Ramsay 231).* Nevertheless, there is far more work of this sort to be car-
ried out, particularly in theatre studies, where critical conversations still
tend to be parallel rather than reciprocal and translations or comparative
studies of anglophone and francophone play texts are rare, perpetuating
the balkanization of French Pacific dramatists. Accordingly, this is one
area of research to which this essay contributes.

STAGING OCEANIAN MODERNITIES

Acts of translation foreground the encounters and passages between (at
least) two worlds, each hybrid and heterogeneous, which are evident in
the form and rationale of Les Parfums du Silence and Pasefika as well as
in their content and reception. The plays posit the Pacific as a complex,
layered space of crossings defined by accelerating mobility, dynamic webs
of interaction, and shifting cultural formations, but also tempered and
fractured by the fraught legacies of colonial conquest and neocolonial-
ism, and they explore the potential for cross-cultural dialogue during
an era of cataclysmic change. Gauguin and Meryon—in the plays, as in
life—enter these spaces of turbulent transition through their own com-
munion with Pacific indigeneity to vitalize their artistic visions. These
fulfilled or attempted passages create room not only for investigating
versions of European (aesthetic) modernity but also Oceanian moderni-
ties, forged from the ruptures of imperial expansion but also evolving
variously in contexts of postcolonial independence, indigenous self-de-
termination movements, and variegated diasporic networks. Despite the
critical deprivileging of Eurocentric frameworks and diffusionist mod-
els of modernity (and modernism, its aesthetic responses) in favor of a
plurality of different modernities produced and experienced in manifold
nodal points in time and space (Friedman 39; Eisenstadt), scholars such
as Maebh Long, Mathew Hayward, and Sudesh Mishra have aptly noted

4. For key dimensions of this debate, see Subramani, South Pacific Literature:
From Myth to Fabulation; Robert Nicole, “Resisting Orientalism: Pacific Literature
in French”; Kareva Mateata-Allain, Bridging Our Sea of Islands: French Polynesian
Literature Within an Oceanic Context; Michelle Keown, “Littérature-monde or
Littérature océanienne? Internationalism versus Regionalism in Francophone
Pacific Writing”; Jean Anderson, “La Traduction Résistante: Some Principles of
Resistant Translation of Francophone and Anglophone Pacific Literature”; and
Deborah Walker-Morrison and Raylene Ramsay, “Mon Whare, Ton Faré: Build-
ing a Common House through Translation in Pacific Literatures.”
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that Oceania has been largely ignored in modernist studies, and they call
for more attention to be paid to the specificities of an Oceanian moder-
nity articulated in a range of artistic forms since the 1960s.?

Relevant here is Rob Wilson’s concept of the “New Pacific” (akin to
Albert Wendt’s “New Oceania”), which views the Pacific Islands region
since the mid-twentieth century as emerging from “contexts of colonial
damages and ‘postcolonial’ renewals” (1). As such, the New Pacific is
enmeshed and engaged with, but also challenges, hegemonic forms of
European and American modernity. This vast and diverse decolonizing
terrain embraces a modernity that centralizes the world’s largest ocean as
a medium of dis/juncture, tracking the creative relocations and transfor-
mative agencies of cultures deeply inflected by long histories of maritime
practices. It likewise reckons with new formations wrought by imperial
settlement and partitioning, systems of indenture, and new social con-
figurations galvanized by the rapid and profound impact on small is-
land states of the postwar reconstruction of the world economy, includ-
ing mass mobilizations of island peoples across the island Pacific and to
its industrialized peripheries. These conditions are augmented by late-
twentieth-century discourses of neoliberal developmentalism, bound up
with the shift from the Atlantic to the Asia-Pacific world as the focus
of a global economic future. Given the highly differentiated languages,
societies, and structures of state governance that characterize Oceania,
the cultural production that arises from and responds to these regional
experiences of modernity is similarly heteroglossic and multiple. It is
frequently intercultural in its linking of “diverse cultural locations and
places of origin across Oceania” (Wilson 1) and in its hybrid combina-
tion of formal elements that create variations of western genres infused
with novel iterations of indigenous or customary practices, developed in
relation to geographical, historical, and linguistic particularities that lend
the works distinctive local resonances and significance.

5. This was the premise for the “Oceanic Modernisms” conference convened
by Long, Hayward, and Mishra, and held at the University of the South Pacific,
Suva, Fiji, in February 2016. I presented an early version of this essay at the con-
ference, and I am grateful to the conference organizers for the fruitful prompt
and to the delegates for the generative conversation. Thanks to Doug Eacho for
his research assistance. On this topic, see also Erin G. Carlston and Brian Reed’s
call for a special journal issue of Modernist Cultures on “Modernism in Australia,
New Zealand and the Pacific Islands,” scheduled for 2019: https://msa.press.jhu.
edu/cgi-bin/cfp_view.cgi?action=view_single&single_id=471.
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The dramas by Hoar and Pambrun do not merely provide examples
of how new local imaginaries and states of consciousness are articulated
in specific Oceanian contexts; they also offer a self-conscious analysis of
intercultural engagements that have contributed to the making of Ocea-
nian modernities. By deliberately taking up the encounters with Pacific
Island cultures that characterized Gauguin’s and Meryon’s contributions
to European aesthetic modernity and reimagining them within an Ocea-
nian modernist frame, the plays present a critical examination of how
different ideas of the modern converge in the Pacific, exploring their ten-
sions, possibilities, and unresolved processes. The plays illustrate how, as
Denise Varney et al. have argued elsewhere, theatre and performance are
“art forms capable of mediating history and modernity” (3), especially
through a “reflexive modernity” that critiques the premises and legacies
of colonial and settler modernities and that recognizes the conflicted and
violent histories that reside within them (Varney et al. 17-18). Both plays,
however, go further: even as they wrestle with a troubled past and an am-
bivalent present, their analyses of modernity’s histories advance hopeful
possibilities for robust and coalitional Oceanian futures.

In Les Parfums du Silence, the indigenous reclamation of Gauguin
and his posthumous passage to Havaiki (the sacred Polynesian home-
land) reposition understandings of the French artist’s modernist legacy
while asserting an Enata® (Marquesan) modernity fashioned from the
violent contact of the 1800s. Out of strategic necessity, Pambrun’s char-
acters subvert the destructive impact of western institutions and ideolo-
gies by harnessing, adapting, and redeploying indigenous traditions to
create new forms of cultural agency that refute the colonial modernity
of France. The play’s official vetoing in contemporary French Polynesia,
however, demonstrates the ongoing and unsettled nature of the legacies
that the drama critiques. Pasefika stages crossings that link the urban
modernity of nineteenth-century Paris with that of twenty-first century
Oceania. Whereas the piece gestures to an evolving Oceanian moder-
nity borne out through the layered indigenous, settler, and migrant/
diasporic energies that coalesce in the region’s metropolitan nodes, and
explores the possibility of inhabiting a “Pasefika” identity that might dis-
solve New Zealand’s national boundaries, Hoar’s treatment of Meryon’s
visionary images as incompletely realized and never fully apprehended

6. Enata (‘Enata) means “people,” distinguished from “hao’e” (white for-
eigners). I follow Greg Dening in my use and spelling of the term.
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calls for further dialogue in order for New Zealand to confront its co-
lonial history, its contemporary place in the Pacific, and its future path.
Accordingly, the plays highlight the theatre as an important forum for
debating and negotiating the terms of Oceanian modernities.

D’0U VENONS-NOUS? QUE SOMMES-NOUS? OU
ALLONS-NOUS? FIGURING HISTORY AND
DESTINY IN LES PARFUMS DU SILENCE

So much scholarly ink has been spilled about Paul Gauguin and French
Polynesia that it could fill an ocean in itself. Gauguin’s three sojourns
in the Pacific—Tahiti in 1891-93 and 1895-1901, and the Marquesas
Islands in 1901-03—are (in)famous for providing the subject matter
for the artist’s luminous, sensual, and symbolic depictions of Polyne-
sian peoples and landscapes that would have such a profound impact
on primitivist and expressionist strands of the European avant-garde, as
well as on prevailing popular stereotypes of the South Seas. Appraisals of
Gauguin’s life and legacy attest to his “complex, polemical, and contested
place” in the art history canon (Vercoe 124), memorializing him, vari-
ously, as a pioneer, rebellious boundary-rider, or sympathetic advocate
for his adopted compatriots; or as a cultural scavenger, sexual opportun-
ist, and self-styled artiste maudit complicit in the colonial project that he
sought to reject. Regardless of opinion, the strongly biographical focus
in many accounts of Gauguin’s art has tended to uphold his discursive
primacy as a European male modernist, while the tendency to assume a
Eurocentric perspective in critical analyses of Gauguin’s oeuvre has side-
lined discussions of how Pasifika viewing subjects might read his life and
works (Vercoe 105-06). Consequently, indigenous Pacific responses to
the artist and—more importantly—to the imperiled Polynesian societ-
ies that he encountered at the turn of the twentieth century still demand
greater consideration. It is this angle that M@ ohi playwright Jean-Marc
Tera’ituatini Pambrun explores in Les Parfums du Silence.

Pambrun is one of several major contributors to “[u]ne littérature
moderne polynésienne” written in French by indigenous authors (Mar-
gueron 65). During his varied career as a trade unionist, researcher, po-
litical activist, pamphleteer, writer, and head of cultural institutions such
as Le Musée de Tahiti et des Iles (Te Fare Manaha), Pambrun honed a
rebellious persona, using the written word to craft passionate critiques of
the impact of colonialism on Tahitian/Polynesian society and to advocate
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for self-determination and cultural renewal (Margueron 310, 396-97).
The play, in three acts and an epilogue, was intended for performance
during centenary observances for Gauguin in French Polynesia in 2003.
It is set at the time of Gauguin’s death in May 1903 in the village of Atu-
ona on the island of Hiva Oa in the southern Marquesas, where the art-
ist had retreated in disappointment from Tahiti’s French colonial society
to search for a more isolated, “savage” paradise. Instead, he encountered
an indigenous population reduced by 98% (the severest population de-
cline in Polynesia) and quickly became aware of the “complicated and
compromised circumstances of their lives under the French colonial
government” (Shackleford 246). Gravely ill, Gauguin formed alliances
with the local Enata (Marquesans), who called him Koké, and until his
death devoted much of his energy to fighting the colonial administration,
eventually giving up painting altogether to invest in his political struggles
against officials, church, and police (Shackleford 248, Hollmann 92).
Pambrun’s revisionist project shifts the focus from the painter’s life
to those of his Enata friends, lovers, and models, who have too often re-
mained extras in Gauguin’s “dernier décor””” This critical repositioning
does not merely repeat the established postcolonial gambit of relegating
European characters to the background, but also sidelines the Tahitians,
so often the focus of popular and academic accounts, to trouble the status
of the Marquesas Islands (Fenua’enata, the Land of the People) as “the last
and least important outpost of an old [French] empire” and “the backwater
to the backwater of Tahiti” (Dening 289). The value of Les Parfums as a
piece of Polynesian dramatic literature lies not only in its indigenous views
of the artist’s life, work, and morals, but primarily in its complex staging
of a vision of Enata history and society poised on the brink of cultural
destruction. Whereas the play’s immediate temporal span covers the two
days from the discovery of Gauguin’s corpse to the evening after his fu-
neral, its timeframe reverberates with the longer duration of Enata time:
its pre-contact iterations as well as the memory of the cataclysmic fractures
of the nineteenth century, when foreign religion, administration, and dis-
eases together with extraordinary internecine and external violence deci-
mated the population and decayed its civilization. As Dening sums it up
in the elegiac finale to his penetrating ethnohistory of the Marquesas, “To

7.“[D]ernier décor” (final setting) is a reference to Victor Segalen’s essay on
Gauguin, anthologized in the posthumous collection, Gauguin dans son dernier
décor et autre textes de Tahiti (1975).
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an outside world, they lived in dumb silence, not having words or gestures
to say who they were” (266—67). Gauguin’s death, then, is by no means the
most important death in the play, but it creates the occasion for his Enata
companions to situate his life and art in the context of broader existential
questions of Enata history and destiny. Principally, by enlisting Gauguin as
a protective ancestor-spirit and curating a posthumous rite-of-passage that
speeds him to the sacred Polynesian homeland of Havaiki, the Enata vivify
and validate an indigenous worldview that is generative and dynamic. By
harnessing tradition strategically to contend with changing circumstances,
the characters assert an Enata modernity in resistance to the pervasive en-
croachment of colonial rule.

Any discussion of these tactics, however, must be prefaced by an ac-
knowledgement of the play’s own history of censorship and silencing,
which rehearses in the twenty-first century the legacies of the nineteenth.
From the advice that the manuscript be submitted to Tahiti’s Ministry of
Culture under a pseudonym (Etienne Ahuroa) due to Pambrun’s “indésir-
able” reputation as a provocative artist-scholar and cultural commentator,
to the show’s banning on Hiva Oa (despite having been fully rehearsed
with an all-Marquesan cast) because of hostility from Catholic Church
representatives over its putatively “ irrespectueux” content, Les Parfums du
Silence has caused controversy among French Polynesia’s official institu-
tions. To date, the play has never received a full public performance, al-
though the published work won the Fiction prize from the Salon insulaire
du livre d’Ouessant in 2004—an award that, in a bizarre bureaucratic twist,
Pambrun was invited to accept on behalf of his pseudonym. Following the
text’s popularity in the French Pacific, a new edition was released in 2009
under Pambrun’s true name, to restore the playwright to “la place qui lui
revient dans la littérature polynésienne” (“Préface de I'éditeur” 5), and to
encourage potential productions of the play in future.®

Like his other dramatic works, Pambrun’s densely textured play in-
terweaves its cultural elements in a mode that Stéphanie-Ariirau Rich-
ard has likened to Tahitian tifaifai, a Polynesian form of tapestry derived
from techniques introduced by wives of Protestant missionaries in the
eighteenth century, in which applique designs are sewn into a patchwork:
“Un assemblage de tissus multiples, dont on ne peut admirer la beauté et
I'unité qu'en P'observant avec du recul” (20). To his European backcloth of

8. Summarized from the Editor’s Preface, Les Parfums du Silence: Gauguin est
mort! Second edition, 4-5.
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naturalistic dialogue and conventional arrangement into acts and “French
scenes,”® Pambrun sutures and mobilizes multiple, finely layered refer-
ences to and enactments of Enata practices. The text thus becomes a web
of resistance and historiographic archiving that testifies to the past pres-
ence and surreptitious maintenance of indigenous lifeways during a period
of profound transition. The characters constantly perform opposition to
colonial French imposition: in the women’s umu hei (hair adornment of
scented flowers), the application of eka,' their secret dancing and hunting,
the teachings of the kai’oi school," their recounting of myths and legends,
as well as their calling out of the hypocritical abuses of the church and ju-
diciary, and their satirizing of the Dordillon interdictions.'?

Just as significant is the unseen, which subtends the play’s central
focus on the strategic incorporation of Gauguin’s spirit within an Enata
epistemology. This association with the intangible is a dramaturgical ex-
tension of the play’s preoccupation with and experience of silence and
felt absences. Indeed, the play’s single setting (the courtyard in front of
Gauguin’s “Maison du Jouir”), relatively static blocking (the onstage ac-
tion consisting mainly of reportage and conversation among the eight
ensemble cast members), and a dead artist who never appears, mean that
much of the play’s substance consists of what Andrew Sofer—borrow-
ing from quantum physics—terms theatre’s “dark matter”: “the invisible
dimension of the theater that escapes visual detection, even though its ef-
fects are felt everywhere in performance” (3). Significantly, the invisible is
not the unrepresented: as Sofer reminds us, what playwrights choose not
to show is as telling as their mise-en-scéne (15), and these incorporeal
phenomena, “intangible yet omnipresent” (4), play a crucial role in bend-
ing the visible action and constructing the experience for the reader or
spectator. With its reliance on absent characters, offstage events, the nar-

9. A convention in classical French drama whereby a new scene begins
whenever a character enters or leaves the stage, even if the action continues un-
interrupted.

10. Turmeric root used to make a saffron-scented cosmetic, often mixed
with coconut oil. The yellow on the Marquesan flag recalls the eka dye used by
the inhabitants of the archipelago to coat their bodies during traditional festivals.

11. Ka’ioi were a group of adolescent boys and girls who were taught the
social arts and graces of Enata and were trained to be singers and dancers at koina
(ceremonial feasts) (Dening 89).

12. A series of prohibitive rules covering many aspects of Enata life, insti-
tuted by the French Commander of the Marquesas Islands in 1863.
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rated past, the numinous, dreams, and inscrutable signs, Pambrun’s play
prompts us to push the notion of theatrical dark matter beyond Sofer’s
postclassical western dramatic purview to consider its possibilities for in-
digenous performance; in this instance, how those things that do not give
themselves up to general observation yet are nonetheless palpable and
perceptible become important in recuperating a history of cultural loss
in the theatrical and social present.

W

Figure 3. Paul Gauguin, LEnchanteur, ou Le sorcier de Hiva Oa, 1902. Oil on canvas.
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The primary vehicle for the channeling, guardianship, and passage of
Gauguin’s spirit is the character of Haapuani, the major storyteller (maitre
de la parole) in the play, the custodian of customary lore, and the one with
keenest insight regarding the destiny of Enata. Like each of the characters,
Haapuani is based on a historical figure: a close friend of Gauguin’s and a
famous priest, prophet, dancer, orator, and carver, he appears as the model
for Gauguin’s painting Le Sorcier d’Hiva Oa (Marquesan Man in the Red
Cape, 1902) (figure 3); he appears to us again as Isaac Puhetete, a central
resource and cultural consultant for E. S. Craighill Handy’s influential
anthropological studies, The Native Culture in the Marquesas (1923) and
Marquesan Legends (1930), where he is recognized as “probably the most
learned man in all the islands” at a time when “no living Marquesan has
more than a fragmentary knowledge” of the “sacred lore of their ancestors
which will soon be wholly forgotten” (E. Handy Legends 3). In Pambrun’s
hands, Haapuani is revived as something more than the enigmatic figure
of primitivist art or the “native scholar” of American salvage ethnography,
restoring his central role as a taw’a (inspirational priest) and tuhuna (spe-
cialist keeper of knowledge). E. Handy’s acknowledgement that the site of
Atuona (Haapuani’s birthplace and known formerly as Vevau) was, histor-
ically, renowned as “the great center of lore in the fenua enata” (Legends 3)
also serves in the play to displace Atuona from its touristic association with
Gauguin’s final days and to privilege its role as a seat of indigenous knowl-
edge. Through memories and stories told and retold, Haapuani repeatedly
bears witness to the devastation of Enata laws, customs, and life-ways dur-
ing the nineteenth century, but always with a view to future revival: “Nos
clans ont été décimés par les étrangers, le four, la guerre et la maladie. 11
ne reste que notre culture. Plus tard, elle nous aidera a refaire de nous un
grand peuple” (49)."

For Haapuani, Gauguin’s art practice—whatever it may have meant
for the Frenchman himself—becomes a potent way of realizing Enata
culture by concretizing and perpetuating sculpted and painted images
that circulate and have agency in the world; as he affirms: “En peignant
mon corps sur sa toile, Koké a sauvé mon esprit. Il m’a déifié de mon
vivant. A présent, je peux attendre la mort en paix” (48). In his genera-
tive capacity as an artist-creator, Gauguin is identified as an adjunct of
the originary ancestor-deity Tiki, and in this sense Gauguin’s perception

13. All subsequent page references to Les Parfums du Silence are from the
first edition of the play (2003).
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is understood to have ventured beyond the visible realm: “C’était pour
essayer d’attraper notre passé et ce que nous avons été qu’il nous regar-
dait” (35). When Gauguin’s former lover Marie-Rose complains that the
artist’s stylized depictions made his subjects look fat, Haapuani explains
that “il nous a fait comme nous sommes: des étres humains remplis de
force. Tout ce qu’il y a en plus dans notre corps, sur notre corps, autour
de notre corps, C’est ce que personne ne voit: notre force et le mystere de
notre force” (80). In this version, Gauguin is an instrument rather than
an auteur, guided in his work by Haapuani, who perceives the potential of
this transcultural iconography for advancing self-determination. In con-
versation with Tioka, Gauguin’s closest friend and neighbor with whom
the artist exchanged names (e inoa), Haapuani asks:

HAAPUANI: Tu as vu mon tableau? Celui qui est parti dans le monde. I
a écrit dessus Le sorcier de Hiva Oa. Tu sais que c’est moi qui I’ai inspiré
pour qu’il me donne une cape en flanelle rouge safran?'*

TIOKA: Pourquoi cette couleur?

HAAPUANI: Parce que je veux étre un guerrier pour demain. Mais un
guerrier sans arme. Nous avons cessé de nous entre-tuer. Nous devons
nous battre avec notre esprit pour que notre peuple et notre mémoire de-
meurent. (48)

Fighting with one’s spirit to combat the infrastructures of the colonial
administration and stave off cultural annihilation finds its focus in the
post-mortem treatment of Gauguin. While the Protestant and Catholic
“soutanes noires” (30) squabble offstage about burial arrangements and
work actively to exclude the Marquesans, Tioka determines early on that
“Iépicopo [epikopo, bishop] aura son corps, mais il n’aura pas son esprit”
(11). Because the Christian intercessors refuse to allow Enata to conduct
their customary rites to honor the dead, including stopping the various
holes of the body with clay to prevent the spirit from escaping (Dening
181), Gauguin’s spirit slips out, “il flotte au milieu de nous” (34). This
opportunity holds the potential for Gauguin’s spirit to follow a different
route, one that retraces the ancient itineraries of the Enata ancestors. Of
Gauguin’s lingering spirit, Haapuani vows, “Quand il décidera de partir,
je veux le voir monter dans sa pirogue et voguer au-dessus de la mon-
tagne Fe’ani vers 'ouest de Hiva Oa, tout la-bas a la pointe Kiukiu pour
ensuite sauter dans la mer” (39) and thus to begin his passage to Havaiki,

14. Red is a sacred color in this area of Polynesia.
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the sacred place of origin and return for many cultures across Polynesia,
where “il trouvera enfin le bon ciel avec plein de belles femmes et plein
de popoi” (39)." This course of events privileges indigenous reckon-
ings, repudiating missionary efforts to damn Havaiki as Havaiki hauhau
(“bad Havaiki,” or hell) (Dening 193). Significantly, however, the ritu-
als enacted by Haapuani to remake and retain Gauguin as an ancestral
protector-spirit are also new traditions, improvised in the moment and
negotiated in the ambivalent spaces between foreigner and native. In the
face of colonial dispossession and the demolition of traditional struc-
tures of participation, Gauguin cannot be subjected to the highly formal-
ized Enata funeral practices that existed previously. Instead, his transi-
tion must be achieved by different means, via tactics that respond to new
circumstances and that adapt, blend, and transfigure diverse elements,
pursuing strategies that are yet untested and that, in their dynamism,
are as modern as they are ancient. The Enata characters therefore also
experience a crossing as they navigate indeterminacies in which new pos-
sibilities are furnished forth in unexpected ways: in surprising insights,
serendipitous revelations, and accidental signs that the world expresses.
In this working out of an Enata modernity, various performative cul-
tural expressions become key for activating other knowledges, disclosing
an interlocking series of practices and understandings that open to one
another. In Act III, for example, Tohotaua (Gauguin’s beloved auburn-
haired model, Haapuani’s companion, and a taw’a in her own right) plays
with making a string figure image (pehe), once a common pastime in the
Marquesas and accompanied by ha’anaunau, or metric chants containing
often cryptic allegorical allusions (W. Handy 3, 10). She attempts to make
a figure that she learned at the “interdite” kai’oi school (83), called te a’anui
manamana o Tafai (the many routes of Tafai) based on a legendary hero
who came to a crossroads and didn’t know which route to take. Instead,
though a slip of the hand, she inadvertently creates the image te nonoha
o te kua (the perch of the kua bird) (figure 4). It is through this slip in
Tohotaua’s performance that Haapuani has the revelation that Koké’s
spirit has taken the form of the kua bird (a native bird hunted in the
past for its vibrant, unfading red feathers to make highly prized wreaths,
loincloths, and capes) and has descended into the water in the well in
Gauguin’s courtyard. Haapuani’s vision tells him that the spirit has fol-

15. One of the staples of the Marquesan diet, popoi is breadfruit pounded
into a pulp or puree.
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lowed “le chemin de nos ancétres” (85) and travelled to Rarotonga (Cook
Islands) to gather red feathers to be used as offerings to the gods to se-
cure his passage to Havaiki. Haapuani places a tapu (ritual prohibition)
on the well and invokes rites to enable Gauguin to complete this jour-
ney. Even as news of Gauguin’s interment at Calvaire Cemetery reaches
the Marquesans, Tioka and Haapuani await the return of his spirit from
Rarotonga. This dual spatio-temporality built into the dramatic action
simultaneously overwrites the authority of the Christian ritual while ex-
ploding the restrictive boundaries of colonial geographic partitioning.
As the artist’s spirit voyages far across the Pacific Ocean to various nodes
of an indigenous cartography, it reinforces Enata membership in a dense
and expansive network of ancestral connections that span the holistic
realm of Polynesia.

Index finger Index finger

Fourth and little fingers Fourth _and little fingers

Index finger Index finger

Thumb T humb

Figure 4. String figures showing (above) te a’anui manamana o Tafai (the many
routes of Tafai) and (below) te nonoha o te kua (the perch of the kua bird). From
Willowdean Chatterson Handy, String Figures from the Marquesas and Society Is-
lands. Bernice P. Bishop Museum Bulletin 18, B. P. Bishop Museum, 1925. Figure
11b, p. 26, and figure 13a, p. 32.
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These acts, which subtend and cohere the play’s multiple dramatic
through-lines, enlist tradition while experimenting with new modes of
indigenous knowing and being that might be played out in an ongoing
process of resistance and resilience. In the play’s epilogue, Haapuani
tells Tioka:

Nous n’avons pas pu empécher la mort de Koké. Nous ne pourrons
pas empécher la ndtre. Mais, si nous nous battons bien, nous pouvons
empécher notre peuple de mourir en lui restituant ce que les étrangers
nous ont volé. [...]

TIOKA: Ce sera long.

HAAPUANI: Quelle importance? Les banians ne se soucient pas du temps
qui passe pour grandir. Lorsqu’ils seront devenus adultes, tous les oiseaux
reviendront. (94)

Pambrun’s poignant drama adumbrates a forward-looking vision in
the face of deprivation and loss. Toward the close of the play, Haapuani
gathers everyone together and distributes sacred red tropicbird feath-
ers that he has been guarding—one for each of the eight major islands
in the archipelago: “Prenez-un une chacun, emmenez-la chez vous et
nourrisez-1a. Plus tard, quand le moment sera venu, vos petits-enfants
iront la porter dans chacune des iles de la Terre des Hommes” (91). It
is in this context of genealogical continuity that Henriette (another of
Gauguin’s former lovers) begins to go into labor with her child—possi-
bly Gauguin’s, possibly the bishop’s, possibly someone else’s—and thus
the play’s final scenes gesture to a symbolic and an embodied invest-
ment in the future that carries forward Enata being. Ultimately it is
Tioka who has the final word, performing a prayer that speeds Gauguin
to Havaiki. The prayer morphs into a haka in Marquesan, bringing
forth the language (‘eo ‘enata) and the performance genre on the stage
in an expression of challenge, solidarity, and power. This finale is thus
not so much an ending as a beginning, in which Enata culture takes
center stage, suturing the past with the present and holding out prom-
ise for the world to come.

In his treatment of Gauguin, Pambrun eschews more conventional
approaches (avant-garde appreciation or postcolonial vilification) to
consider the artist’s place within a particular community at a moment
of profound cultural crisis. By enveloping Gauguin within an Enata
worldview, indigenous aspirations are brought to the fore and Gauguin
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is assigned a role in an Enata modernity rather than a European one. In
its questioning of the assumptions and attitudes of western aesthetics,
and its activation and adaptation of repressed knowledges, Les Parfums
du Silence works against the finality and fatalism of early twentieth-cen-
tury opinions that the white influence on Enata resulted in “the break-
ing down of their whole system of life and thought and the elimination
of all their natural avenues for expression” (E. Handy Native Culture 5).
By locating this potential centrally in unseen afterlives and supernatu-
ral revelations, the play gestures to the strategic potential of theatri-
cal dark matter—the ineffable, magical, hidden—to resist and reach
beyond the quotidian structures of colonial institutions (the western
theatre, included) and to present a version of Marquesan culture that is
hopeful and robust. At the same time, however, the repression of Pam-
brun’s drama by representatives of the French Republic demonstrates
that colonial modernities die hard, and that the vexed terrain of the
New Pacific is replete with overlapping and conflicting claims to knowl-
edge, place, and belonging, which reveal persistent tensions between
the region’s evolving communities and entrenched state forms. In this
respect, written from a Pakeha perspective, Hoar’s Pasefika approaches
this complicated intercultural terrain from a different angle to explore
how changing settler identities might occupy a shared place in the New
Pacific that contributes productively to an Oceanian modernity—a
process that demands a reckoning with Aotearoa’s thorny colonial and
neocolonial histories.

BrinGg NGATI Wiw1, BEING PAKEHA: '® PASEFIKA AND
OCEANIAN BELONGING

Pasefika, a two-act drama by Pakeha playwright Stuart Hoar, won the
Adam New Zealand Play Award in 2010, and received a full produc-
tion, directed by Susan Wilson, at Circa Theatre in Wellington for the
New Zealand International Arts Festival in 2014. Hoar is one of New
Zealand’s leading stage and radio dramatists; since the 1980s he has
authored numerous works that cast a critical eye on histories of set-
tler-colonialism in Aotearoa, as well as plays that offer penetrating bio-
graphical interpretations of key figures from the nation’s past. In taking
up the themes in Pasefika, Hoar taps into a long history of literary and

16. That is, French: from Ngati (son of, tribe of) and Wiwi (“Oui, Oui”). A
Pakeha is a New Zealander of European descent.
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artistic relations between France and New Zealand that have engaged
the two spaces as physical or imagined entities—stretching back at least
as far as Jean-Etienne-Francois de Marignié’s fantastical neoclassical
drama Zorai, ou, Les Insulaires de la Nouvelle-Zélande (1782)'—even
if, as Jenny Bornholdt and Gregory O’Brien suggest, this creative traffic
constitutes “a discontinuous narrative” rather than “a constant stream
of orderly or organised interaction” (10). Hoar’s inspiration for the
play came from viewing a collection of prints at the Auckland Art Gal-
lery Toi o Tamaki by the French painter, sculptor, and etcher Charles
Meryon, little known in the English-speaking world, yet recognized as
France’s most significant nineteenth-century engraver and as one of
the most important French contributors to New Zealand’s visual his-
tory (Collins “French Artists” 71, 80). Hoar was fascinated by the Pacific
iconography inscribed upon the Parisian urbanscape and intrigued by
Meryon’s interactions with Maori, and he conducted extensive research
on the project when he travelled to France in 2007 on the Katherine
Mansfield Menton Fellowship.

Pasefika’s dramatic momentum arises from the footnotes of his-
tory: a thwarted artistic courtship, a thwarted romantic courtship,
a forgotten moment of defiance, and a personal vision that seeps—
sometimes obliquely, sometimes startlingly—into an often-dismissed
body of work. The play’s action weaves between Akaroa, on the east
coast of New Zealand’s South Island, where Meryon was stationed as a
naval officer from 1843—46; and Paris of the 1860s, where Meryon, now
an artist, etches strange visions of the city—the distorted perspective,
exaggerated chiaroscuro, and looming edifices conjuring the brooding
temperament of the city rather than fidelity to its physical contours.
In several of these works, Oceanic phantasmagoria erupts incongru-
ously into the Parisian mise-en-scéne: whales, albatrosses, and Polyne-
sian and Melanesian canoes invade from the sky and the sea, wheeling
past rooftops and obelisks, and riding crashing waves that inundate
streets and buildings. A notable feature of Pasefika is its cross-casting
choices, which serve as a theatrical counterpart to Meryon’s idiosyn-
cratic engravings. The Maori characters from the Akaroa scenes ap-
pear in different guises in Paris, giving a sense of the Pacific pressing in
upon and modifying a European consciousness. Whereas many com-
mentators then and since have attributed Meryon’s visual inclusions to

17. Sometimes also cited as Zorai, ou, Les Sauvages de la Nouvelle-Zélande.
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his mental precarity (he would eventually die in Charenton asylum),
his biographer Roger Collins argues convincingly that they may more
appropriately be read as expressions of Meryon’s dual vision, “linking
Paris to the Pacific and straddling two hemispheres” (Life 255). Rather
than nostalgic longing for the lost Pacific Eden amid the alienating
European metropolis, these staged confrontations and provocative
juxtapositions are less about the past than the future; as Collins sug-
gests, “Perhaps Meryon was not a madman, but a prophet, a visionary”
(“Ministere” 43).

The nature of this Pacific vision, and its possibilities for our pres-
ent, are the driving preoccupations of Hoar’s dramatic treatment. They
are focused and pursued through the play’s central relationship be-
tween Meryon and the poet, art critic, and flineur Charles Baudelaire
(1821-1867), played by the same actor who portrays the savvy, cosmo-
politan Maori patriarch Te Rangi. This relationship between the two
Frenchmen is based on fact: as a writer who sought to record his own
historical moment in a rapidly mutating urban context and to register
the idiomatic and fleeting beauty of life in the modern city, Baudelaire
found an affinity with a series of Meryon’s Parisian engravings that
depicted the medieval city on the brink of being destroyed by Baron
Haussmann’s sweeping urban reconstructions that would speed Par-
is’ Second Empire transformation into the capital of an international
modernity.'® For Baudelaire, Meryon’s subject matter and technique—
which Baudelaire claimed inspired Le Spleen de Paris (1869) and sec-
tions of the 1861 edition of Les Fleurs du Mal (Weingarden 187; Hyslop
and Hyslop 198)—captured “the ephemeral, the fugitive, the contin-
gent” character of la modernité while “distil[ling] the eternal from the
transitory” (“Painter” 13, 12). Indeed, in a circumstance that Walter
Benjamin would later rank “[a]mong those plans whose failure we can
mourn like a loss” (117), Baudelaire proposed that he write poetic texts
to accompany a new edition of Meryon’s etchings. But the collabora-
tion stalled because Meryon would not accept anything other than a
factual description of his images; Baudelaire, moreover, was exasper-
ated by Meryon’s “mysterious madness” that “has deranged those fac-
ulties which seemed as robust as they were brilliant” (“Salon of 1859”
201), and the two men ultimately parted company (figure 5).

18. This series was Eaux-fortes sur Paris, 12 plates, 1852—54.
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Figure 5. Charles Meryon (Jason Whyte, left) confers with Charles Baudelaire
(George Henare, right) upstage, while the young Maori woman, Ruiha (Aroha
White) sits in the foreground. The staging of Pasefika shifted fluidly between
1840s Akaroa and 1860s Paris, often merging the two spatio-temporal locales
within the same playing area. Play by Stuart Hoar, directed by Susan Wilson.
Circa Theatre, Wellington, for the New Zealand International Arts Festival, 22
February—29 March 2014. Photograph by, and courtesy of, Stephen A’'Court.
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In Pasefika, however, this aesthetic disagreement is due to something
more profound: Baudelaire’s inability to grasp Meryon’s vision of the Pa-
cific. In explaining to Baudelaire his purpose in rendering the ancient city
through his art, Meryon declares:

MERYON: But what you don’t understand is that all this is a mere side
effect and not at all the true reason why I am compelled to record what is
happening before us.

BAUDELAIRE: No, surely we are agreed that progress is a monster—

MERYON: This? This is not real progress. This rehashing, this hygienic
rebuilding, this modernity is just a febrile conjunction of European self-
love and all the capital it has accumulated since it realized [that] usury is
not really a sin.

BAUDELAIRE: This progress is real!

MERYON: Wait until you see my visions of Paris and the Pacific then you
will know what true progress is. (31)*

On one level, Meryon rehearses the view of the Pacific as a “new world”
whose fresh modes of thinking and being can invigorate the tired represen-
tational strategies that circulate within Europe’s storied confines. But as a
figure emplaced between two worlds—not indigenous but no longer fully
European, Hoar’s Meryon might be read more richly as a metaphorical
device for exploring the ambiguities and aspirations of Pakeha identity in
Aotearoa, especially the intricate process of working through the legacy
of settler-colonialism in a contemporary, multicultural Pacific nation. The
form of the play, with its self-conscious narrators, direct addresses, anach-
ronisms, and postcolonial ironies, situates Pasefika as a commentary on
the twenty-first century far more than the nineteenth. Pasefika is suffused
with textual and aural references that percolate the present into the past:
rap music, credit cards, mochaccinos, mechanical diggers, cars, and alarms
conjure contemporary Pacific cities—like Paris, in the process of being
made and remade. From the opening sequence when the Maori Baude-
laire dresses himself as a dandy and prepares for a stroll in the arcades, he
emphasizes that neither he nor the play are “period piece[s]”; instead, “I
am just as modern as you, just as ephemeral, fugitive, contingent” (1). The
play’s uptake of a Baudelairean modernity queries the European telos that
equates the modern with western-style progress and, by extension, under-
girds the colonial project. Pasefika refuses to relegate the indigenous to a

19. Unless otherwise indicated, page references to Stuart Hoar’s Pasefika are
from the 2014 post-production draft of the play.
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time past and instead brings into constellation the modernities of proto-
colonial Aotearoa, Second Empire Paris, and the Pacific present in ways
that enable new forms of critical analysis.

The 1840s scenes in Akaroa, here the “squalid and makeshift French
Colony called Port Louis-Philippe” (14), occur as a fixture of Meryon’s
memory and reveal his partial induction into Maori lifeways—a cross-cul-
tural encounter freighted with frustration, embarrassment, and resistance
as well as imbued with revelation and insight. His cynical mentor Te Rangi,
who refutes at every turn Meryon’s attempts to discover a primitive cultur-
al authenticity on shore, is also positioned between two worlds: a shrewd
negotiator, charming and scheming, he has contempt for “purist ethnic
killjoys” (28) and enjoys his French wife, coffee, and croissants as much as
he does his French musket and axe (figure 6). For Te Rangi, a modern iden-
tity born from a strategic navigation of these cultural interstices is his way
to pursue tino rangatiratanga (self-determination) and defend his hapt
(sub-tribe), even with the realization that these efforts may come “Too too
late” (28). Meryon’s process of cultural transition finds material and sym-
bolic affinity in the Maori-inspired waka (canoe) that he constructs from
a totara tree obtained from Te Rangi in exchange for a gun. Out of this
troubled transaction, this central prop morphs into something more gen-
erative, an evolving representation of a new state of being in which Meryon
finds himself “becoming different. Not Maori, not of the Pacific. But some-
thing else, something not French, something new within myself” (34-35).
As a vital instrument of oceanic life binding land and sea, roots and routes,
the waka holds great potential as a vehicle for new journeys, connections,
and beach crossings. Te Rangi finally points out to Meryon that he has
changed too much to ever return to France, encouraging him instead to
“Build your vision, break down your prejudices and perhaps we may break
down ours. Is this canoe you have made a Maori canoe or a Pakeha waka?
I don’t know, it is what it is. Take it and paddle away to a new place” (55).
This moment might be interpreted as signalling the prospect of a more
meaningful cross-cultural rapprochement—a might-have-been that exist-
ed in the early period of encounter before the divisionary infrastructures of
settler-colonialism problematized these possibilities. This foreclosure and
the deferral of a more inclusive version of Oceanic belonging is allegorized
in Meryon’s forced return to France, where intimations of his unrealized
vision are inscribed in his hybrid Pacific plates, waiting to be communi-
cated, while Meryon languishes among his ghostly compatriots with their
“milky skin” and “shuttered eyes” (22).
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Figure 6. Te Rangi (George Henare) praises a French musket as a symbol of west-
ern modernity and declares it to be the highest form of European art. In Pasefika
by Stuart Hoar, directed by Susan Wilson. Circa Theatre, Wellington, for the New
Zealand International Arts Festival, 22 February—29 March 2014. Photograph
by, and courtesy of, Stephen A’Court.

In the final scenes of Pasefika Meryon prepares a retrospective art ex-
hibition, “the show of my life” (21), in which he will share “this vision of
the Pacific which haunts me and renders this city as unreal” (22). Meryon
displays various etchings to his 1860s companions, culminating in Collége
Henri IV (figure 7): “see at the edge of the city is the sea, the surging sea of
the future, look at our wastrel selves running for our lives for here comes
the flood, the deluge, the ocean of the Pacific and see, the waka, the whales,
the rising Leviathan that shall bring us to the new world!” (63). Finally,
Meryon unveils his “piece de résistance,” Le Ministére de la Marine (figure
8): “In the sky come the waka and the whales and the men and women of
the Pacific, they are coming for us and they will sweep us all into the fu-
ture” (64). Meryon’s figures here would seem to remit a powerful vision of
an Oceanian modernity, centered in the ocean as a medium of connection
and exchange, tracking ahead of Europe with new ventures and modes of
consciousness, and spreading outwards with a global impact. The prom-
ise of this vision is of a mobilizing Oceania, gathering momentum from
the fraught and fecund traffic between the Pacific’s indigenous and non-
indigenous peoples; yet it is also a profoundly ambivalent vision, leaving
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open the issue of how we might meet the challenge of the Pacific, on what
terms we might be swept up, and how different peoples might participate
in this oceanic imaginary.

Figure 7. Charles Meryon, College Henri IV (ou Lycée Napoléon), 1863—64. Etch-
ing on laid paper, fifth state of eleven. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York,
Anonymous gift, 1917.

What, then, might it mean to dramatize this vision in contempo-
rary Aotearoa? How might we understand this prophesied future in the
“now” of the play’s production and reception? These, it turns out, are
complex and evasive questions that Pasefika never fully resolves. Recall-
ing—literally—Jtirgen Habermas’s characterization of modernity as “an
unfinished project” (38), Hoar’s meditation on salient issues of national
and regional belonging remains a work-in-progress, tackled over succes-
sive public versions of the play. Akin to Meryon’s plates, Pasefika exists
in three manuscript “states” (2009, 2014, and 2016), each of which has
a radically different ending in terms of how the characters respond to
Meryon’s revelations and how the play operates as a vehicle for dialogue.
In this regard, Pasefika is an exemplary case study for exploring ways
that urban theatre makers are working to negotiate the relationships
among various settler, migrant, and indigenous identities in Aotearoa;
and it demonstrates the tensions among playwright, production team,
and production context over how we might situate New Zealand’s past in
our present, and how residents (Pakeha, especially) might enter a shared
space and contribute to a common Pacific ecumene.
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Figure 8. Charles Meryon, The Admiralty, Paris (Le Ministére de la Marine, Paris),
1865. Etching on laid paper. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, Harris Bris-
bane Dick Fund, 1917.

I begin my consideration of these three versions by acknowledging
that Hoar is not the first New Zealand dramatist to grapple with Mery-
on’s compositions and their portent. Qui étes-vous vraiment M. Mery-
on? (Who are you exactly, Mr. Meryon?), by Pakeha playwright Vincent
O’Sullivan, was translated by Christiane Mortelier for the French 1990
Colloquium in Akaroa. The dramatic monologue, performed against a
backdrop of projected etchings as Meryon reminisces from his cell in
Charenton, traverses the same broad biographical terrain as Pasefika, but
the interpretation of the images differs in significant respects. In 1990,



LOOSER: THEATRICAL CROSSINGS, PACIFIC VISIONS 35

the year of sesquicentennials—of the founding of the Akaroa colony and
of the Treaty of Waitangi (the latter trumping the colonial ambitions of
the former)—in the moment of a renewed wave of national self-exam-
ination and of an ascending postcolonial academy and artistic practice,
the Pacific vision is depicted as threatening. In the reading of College
Henri IV, for instance, the “naked classical figures” whom “we Europeans
revere” are “confused and afraid” (129). The encroachment of the ocean
and the “triangular canvasses of Polynesian canoes” here represent “Paris
between its antique dreams, its civilisation, and the rising tide of empire,
of a damaged world, corroding its margins” (129). In a subsequent ver-
sion of the plate, “the Ocean from those outskirts has poured across the
city. The canoes are larger. Leviathan is riding to his new home. This is
the conscience of France turning on itself” (129). O’Sullivan’s version is
shot through with a binarized colonial anxiety: the old world (if deserv-
edly) is under attack from the injured, corrosive forces of empire’s others.
But these “others” remain just that: in O’Sullivan’s play the perspective
stays firmly with Meryon, functioning as a posthumous confessional that
refuses to relinquish the central position of the Frenchman’s European
consciousness, even modified as it is by his travels and delirium. Con-
sequently, the people of the Pacific never emerge on stage in embodied
form to speak as themselves and remain—as they do in the engravings—
shadowy figures on the margins of memory and knowledge; somewhat
sinister, reactive presences on the edges of the visual mise-en-scéne and
the global periphery, still waiting to make their proper entrance.

If M. Meryon is, inevitably, a product of its time and place, then so
too, a generation later, is Pasefika. Yet the initial draft that Hoar submit-
ted for the Adam Award (and which received a public staged reading in
2010) evinces similar anxieties and shies away from the positive potential
of a mutual Pacific world. Instead, Meryon’s “visions” are explained as
the result of madness caused by exposure to etching chemicals. We get a
fleeting impression of “the entire theatre [...] flooded from all directions
by peoples of the Pacific, all cultures including Pakeha singing, chanting,
dancing together” (64), but they suddenly vanish, leaving a silence that is
“resounding” (64) and a personal revelation that Meryon can communi-
cate to no-one as he is led away in a straitjacket: “None of you understand
what I had. What I lost” (64). Baudelaire also succumbs, semi-paralyzed
and aphasic in a wheelchair; the last word goes to the young Parisian
woman Louise Neveu (who plays Te Rangi’s daughter Ruiha in the Akaroa



36 RECHERCHE LITTERAIRE / LITERARY RESEARCH

scenes), who reveals that she has been spared from Baudelaire’s rampant
syphilis due to his impotence. If Meryon’s ominous, poetic introspection
evoked a European gothic sensibility, then it’s here that the postcolonial
gothic of uncanny unbelonging asserts itself: in the shambling grotes-
querie of its crumbling characters, in its claustrophobic restrictions, in
its hallucinogenic visions, in the threat of inherited disease, and in its
profound alienation. There is, in this draft, a reluctance on Hoar’s part
to advance a form of Pakeha identity that is truly able to find itself “at
home” in the Pacific, pulling back and away at the last minute to curtail
the possibility with ironic closure. It is little surprise, therefore, that the
production team for the 2014 show collaborated with Hoar to revise the
ending—not least, I suspect, to make it more palatable for New Zealand
International Arts Festival audiences.

The ending to the 2014 full production—a validation and celebra-
tion of Meryon’s vision—makes Pasefika a trademark offering for an arts
festival invested in promoting affirmative national imaginaries that regis-
ter New Zealand’s changing place in the Pacific as a result of Maori self-
determination movements and the reconfiguration of cities like Auckland
as major centers of Polynesian immigration. Staged at Circa as a per-
formance within the performance with large projected images upstage,
Meryon presents his hybrid visions, frantically exhorting his companions
to hear “the bold chants of the men and women, the eerie deep sea songs
of the whales” (64). Baudelaire has an epiphany: “Suddenly—suddenly I
can see his vision! [...] Suddenly I feel pass over me the wing of change”
(64). In this finale, the cast members appear on stage in a mixture of their
Akaroa and Parisian costumes, suggesting that both European and Pacific
characters become subject to this shared vision and expanding conscious-
ness of the coming world of the Pacific. The audience, too, becomes in-
ducted into this zone via theatre’s sensory immersion: Meryon’s etchings
are suddenly animated—the whales and waka stream through the space—
the dialogue switches to voiceover, a golden wash spreads over the stage
as if of dawn, and we experience the shapes and sounds of birds passing
through a sun-drenched sky. This version enlists the phantasmagoria that
erupts across Meryon’s engravings to present an inclusive vision for Aote-
aroa and its place in Oceania. In the final lines, Meryon recognizes himself
as one of the waka that whirl across the Paris sky, reading the Pacific inva-
sion not as a threatening otherness, but as something that he himself is
part of, cemented in his closing statement: “we must open up to the true



LOOSER: THEATRICAL CROSSINGS, PACIFIC VISIONS 37

substance of who and what we are! We must live here to be alive!” (65).
This idealized ending holds out more flexible modes of belonging in the
cities that burn with Oceania’s indigenous and immigrant energies, yet
there is a sense that this conclusion constitutes an act of wishful thinking
that evades the troubled historical entanglements with colonial moder-
nity that remain to be unpicked.

That Hoar felt this conclusion to be unsatisfactory is evidenced by his
continued work on the project, which resulted in a third ending that rep-
resents for him the most appropriate version of the play (pers. comm. 7
July 2017). If the first ending was a rejection and the second a celebration,
then the third represents a negotiation and synthesis. It proceeds from
the belief that the intercultural work of theatre, of connecting across dif-
ference, is best achieved not by playing out aspirant or utopian scenarios
but by creating a common space for meaningful interaction. In this 2016
version, we get an affirmation of a shared Pacific future, with a “brief son
et lumiere performance” of Meryon’s visions, balanced—notably—by
“an evocation of Maori and Pasefika visions of Aotearoa” (64). We wit-
ness again an invasion of all the people of the Pacific, “singing, chanting,
dancing together, on the stage, among the audience [. . .] invoking the
audience and the cast to join them” (64); however, they do not vanish
after their sequence but remain fully present in the space. At this point,
a spokesperson from the cast (preferably Maori) steps forward and, in a
speech improvised for each performance, comments on their experience
of being in the play and what the idea of Pasefika means to them. As a
theatrical experience, Pasefika thus opens into a forum for participants to
speak reflexively and critically about the play itself and the world it envi-
sions. It demands that we acknowledge the economic disparities and so-
cial inequalities that persist within colonial and neo-colonial modernities
and that inflect new mobilities and regional identities, and that we com-
mit to addressing these legacies in order to move forward together. The
play ostensibly ends at this point, but then Louise steps forward to deliver
a “European coda” (65) that mentions the circumstances of Meryon’s and
Baudelaire’s deaths, once again rendering the male artist-creators inca-
pacitated and impotent. This doing away with the European characters
is not an ironic invalidation or refusal to engage, but perhaps serves as
a timely reminder that Aotearoa’s future is no longer to be found in the
visions of Europe; if we want to understand our own modernity, then we
must figure it out on our own terms.
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Les Parfums du Silence and Pasefika radically rework the historical
cross-cultural passages of Paul Gauguin and Charles Meryon to deliver
compelling articulations of Oceanian modernities. In their rewriting of
the artists’ lives and afterlives and their theatrical reinterpretations of the
artists’ visual imagery, both plays draw attention to indigenous Pacific
epistemologies, aesthetics, and identities that demonstrate how these
cultures “are undergoing transformation against the background of mo-
dernity and globalization” (Moura-Kogoglu xix). These dramas are also
sites of struggle, reckoning with the persistent histories of colonial mo-
dernities and their impact upon various indigenous and non-indigenous
identities in the New Pacific, and bringing to the fore attendant issues of
state and self-censorship. A focus on French engagements with the Pacific
offers a view that is frequently sidelined by more dominant studies of
the British and American presence in the region. Moreover, constructing
this analysis across anglophone and francophone terrains contributes to
a broader project of bridging cultural and linguistic divides in Oceania,
yet maintains respect for local difference; the divergent circumstances of
French Polynesia and Aotearoa New Zealand reveal how experiences and
expressions of Oceanian modernities vary across communities, politi-
cal formations, and regional sites. In addition to providing new views of
the form and content of dramatic literature in Oceania, this discussion
emphasizes theatre’s function as a critical forum for cultural debate and
conscious reflection on our contemporary moment.

DiaNA LOOSER
dlooser@stanford.edu
Stanford University (US)
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When Translation Isn’t Just Translating:
Between Languages and Disciplines

Haun Saussy

Comparative Literature department at the University of Illinois,

Urbana-Champaign, and as a consequence was led to reflect on the
development of the field. Imagine the conditions Comparative Literature
faced in 1967. In the United States (the country on which I have the best
information) it was a small field, populated by the few students and profes-
sors who, by accidents of birth or training, could read and write in three
or more languages, usually modern European languages. Many refugees of
the 1930s generation were still teaching. Gayatri Spivak, Peter Szondi, Mi-
chel Foucault, Jacques Derrida, Paul de Man, just to name a few stars, were
at the beginning of their careers or had just written the books that would
make them famous. Other noted comparatists were in kindergarten or as
yet unborn. The 1960s saw the founding of many comparative literature
departments, particularly in the public universities of the US. The disci-
pline had a stuttering start in this country: after an initial short phase of
growth around 1900, a second wave of department-founding comparatists
emigrated from Europe in the 1930s and ’40s. A third wave was carried by
the expansion of public universities in the 1960s, the urgency that Ameri-
cans felt then to learn about and engage with the rest of the world, and the
opening-up of immigration after 1965; among men, the prospect of being
sent to Vietnam may have inspired a few vocations in multiple foreign lan-
guages and literatures. For those engaged in it, and especially provincials
like myself, comparative literature offered an expansion of horizons and
a way of being a citizen of the world that English and foreign language
departments could not provide, partly of course through the mere fact

IWAS RECENTLY ASKED to speak at the fiftieth-year anniversary of the
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of having to judge and compare different authors, canons, and histories,
partly through the do-it-yourself structure of most comparative literature
doctoral programs, where instead of acquiring mastery of a predefined list
of obligatory authors and periods, one went searching for the books that fit
into a newly stated problem.

Wellek and Warren’s Theory of Literature, a widely-taught vade-
mecum, attempted a broad survey of all the methods available for com-
parative study: largely philology (or linguistic history), literary history,
and New Critical close reading (see Wellek and Warren) The problems
were stated in the terms made available by the languages and cultures
under consideration. Further along, the canon of the young discipline
presented a choice between Curtius, showing how the literatures of mod-
ern Europe derived from the Latin Middle Ages and strongly suggesting
that humanistic learning would be better off in a revived Roman Em-
pire, and Auerbach, offering snapshots from the development of real-
ism and concluding with a grim prognosis for the survival of culture in
a world of standardized commercialism (see Curtius and Auerbach).!
Nostalgia versus uncertainty, options framed by the course of European
history from the Bronze Age to 1945. Many languages with long histo-
ries of cultural attainment weren’t thought of as comparative literature
languages. You would have to be an extremely stubborn student or have
an extremely lenient supervisor to present a dissertation project involv-
ing Chinese, Persian, or Tamil, for example. This was not because of any
policy of exclusion, but simply because the conversations necessary to
developing relationships and parallels were not yet going on. Academic
interest in such fields as those was confined to area studies, history of
religions, or anthropology. Perhaps, as well, the lingering dominance of
influence-based literary history (comparison being legitimated by com-
mon sources) served to limit the range of possible projects. Sakuntala’s
influence on German Romanticism would have been a possible subject
of research at that time, but not Kalidasa’s Sakuntala in relation to, say,
Euripides’s Alcestis. 1 believe—though probably the history of every in-
stitution differs—that the influx of students from countries outside Eu-
rope, possessing their own language and another one as well as English,
and the prominence of theory in literary study after 1970 or so combined
to open up our discipline. It wasn’t a purposeful or cleanly concerted

1. Although Auerbach’s is the earlier book, it strikes modern readers as the
more forward-looking.
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effort, but rather an intersection of two independent dynamics with
somewhat ragged results. But fifty years after that exceptional moment of
expansion (the wave that brought the UIUC department’s founding) in
an outward-looking, intellectually-ambitious, confident US culture, it is
not at all odd for students to be working in Hindi, Kinyarwanda, or Bur-
mese alongside French, Greek, or German. Although the official culture
of the United States is now far more inward-looking and pessimistic, our
discipline has continued to broaden its horizons and its ambitions. We
comparatists are far from perfect, but we can be proud of our record as
would-be cosmopolitans and keepers of the open door.

A history of the discipline, ever more international even in its US
form, would have to account for the interrelations of three of the intellec-
tual dynamics that have provided much of the energy in comparative lit-
erature since 1967: theory, multilingualism (including translation), and
interdisciplinarity. Of these, the last is the latest arrival to be recognized
and still the most debated. How do we accommodate investigation of dif-
ferent disciplines without becoming a Department of Everything? It is an
administrative question, yes, but also an intellectual one. Understanding
it passes through an understanding of translation.

Translation has always shadowed comparative literature—some-
times as one of its prerequisites, sometimes as one of its exclusions. The
status of translation in our discipline depends very much on the ques-
tion, “translation from what?” Some of the same scholars who hold the
acquisition of foreign languages to be a non-negotiable defining feature
of comparative literature have also “condone[d] . . . courses in minor-
ity literatures in which the majority of the works were read in transla-
tion” (Bernheimer 44). Clearly the authors of “minority literatures” were
not seen as sufficiently important, even by the self-advertised multicul-
turalists of 1994, to warrant learning their languages. That at least has
changed, in some quarters. Yet the popularity of such topics as “world
literature,” usually assuming a presentist, English-centered imagination
of the world of letters, works against actual polyglottism in the classroom
and the scholarly journal. Thus translation (that is, its availability or ac-
ceptability) tends to maintain most of the actual practice of comparative
literature in its pre-1970s linguistic frontiers.

Translation has another role, in some ways compensatory for the
narrowing of linguistic horizons. What underwrites the expansion of
interdisciplinary work in comparative literature is, to no small degree,



46 RECHERCHE LITTERAIRE / LITERARY RESEARCH

the translatability of the idea of translation. Historians of science, an-
thropologists, scholars of religion, philosophers—all have reached for the
term “translation” as a relatively domain-neutral, technical description of
the work they do (see Talal Asad, Thomas S. Kuhn, and Donald David-
son). If interpretation in general, or epistemic commonality, amounts to
translation, then those who understand translation (in the non-extended
sense) might find themselves at home in the metaphorical extensions of
translation. This has come true in some ways, and in some other ways
remains an unrealized promise. The idea of translation—translation as
literal practice, as metaphor or as model—has enabled the expansion of
concern to realms beyond what English-language culture defines as “lit-
erature,” but has also tended to limit it in certain ways.

Conceptual translation eased the previous expansion of compara-
tive literary study to non-European traditions. It is not very controver-
sial today, though it might have been controversial at one time, to say
that there are Japanese, Moroccan, or Kalmyk novels, dramas or poems.
Perhaps you might stimulate a flicker of resistance by proposing that
such-and-such a nation possesses an epic, but that’s a feature of the his-
torical and political investments in epic, which are really a question for
separate discussion. Generally speaking, there is literature—we all agree
on this—and it appears in all the human languages, as far as we know.
To say of some people that they “have no literature” sounds like an ar-
rogant dismissal, on the order of excluding them from humanity. That
a people may have no recorded literature, or no written literature, is not
so problematic a statement, for it leaves open the possibility that oral
creativity existed among them and thus that the relevant literature might
simply have chanced never to be collected. The category of literature ap-
plies universally; it would be wrong and bad to deny it to any human
group, we feel, as if to do so were to deny them the basic human right
of self-expression. I think our moral feelings are in the right place. But
how do we construct this category of “literature”? Are we not, in some
other way, doing a disservice to other branches of the human family by
lumping their verbal productions together with the things we call, in our
home culture, “literature”? As is well-known, the restriction of the liter-
ary to imaginative or fictional productions is something that came about
in the late eighteenth century, partly as an effect of oratory, science and
journalism spinning off as separate trades, with their own criteria of suc-
cess and their own avenues of publication. What poets and novelists do
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became specialized, no longer part of the one stream that had contained
the sermons of Bossuet and the cosmology of Newton. But societies that
had not participated in the European reorganization of letters into these
various separate professions, societies that existed before that sorting-out
occurred or that went on about their own business unaffected by Western
European trends, organized their reading differently. To project our own
distinctions on those societies walls us off from the processes by which
members of those societies wrote, read and heard their verbal culture.
That division of letters into literature and the rest is even not very use-
ful for fairly recent exhibits from societies ancestral to our own (George
Eliot, for example, had a much deeper range of specialist knowledge in
psychology, history, and philology than most novelists living today). Or
consider this. We in the English-language world can now read a wonder-
ful translation of the long Chinese novel Dream of the Red Chamber from
approximately the year 1750. We can even read it alongside other plays
and novels in the Chinese tradition to which it has some relationship:
The Peony Pavilion, Plum in a Golden Vase, The Scholars, and so on. This
is good: I praise and thank the translators who make this possible. But
by turning the Honglou meng into a “Chinese novel” (an exhibit of the
genus novel, sub-species Chinese), they may have inserted it into a cog-
nitive frame that belongs to our time and place, not to the book’s. What
we can’t so easily do without being specialists in Qing dynasty history is
to read that novel in the context of all the other things a literate Chinese
person of 1750 would have had on his or her desk. But we should try to
do that, because the realm of the literary, wenzhang Z# in Chinese, in-
cluded law, history, philosophy, poetry, geography, medicine, policy, and
so on—more or less every verbal artifact that was crafted with literary
style and spoke to human interests. The same person might be an au-
thority in all the above domains and more. The isolation of imaginative
literature from other forms of writing is unusual and corresponds to the
needs of a certain kind of society, the properties of which can’t be gener-
alized blithely across the range of all possible societies. The extension of
the domain of “literature” should not come so naturally to us; we have
to be able to think, also and concurrently, that the category of literature
might include, say, an instruction-booklet or a field guide to the birds.
If we hold fast to our pre-existing categories as we go about “comparing
the literatures,” we reduce translation or comparison to a one-way rela-
tionship. And though we usually describe translation in one-way terms
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(as translating from language A into language B), the act of translating
carries with it a certain kind of reflexivity; both languages are affected
by it. This seems to me highly important and praiseworthy. One of the
finest descriptions of reflexive effects in translation comes from someone
who didn’t approve of it in the slightest, Dr. Samuel Johnson, who in the
Preface to his Dictionary of the English Language opined that:

The great pest of speech is frequency of translation. No book was ever
turned from one language into another, without imparting something of its
native idiom; this is the most mischievous and comprehensive innovation;
single words may enter by thousands, and the fabrick of the tongue continue
the same, but new phraseology changes much at once; it alters not the single
stones of the building, but the order of the columns. If an academy should
be established for the cultivation of our stile. . . let them, instead of compil-
ing grammars and dictionaries, endeavor, with all their influence, to stop
the license of translatours, whose idleness and ignorance, if it be suffered to
proceed, will reduce us to babble a dialect of France. (Johnson 27)

If translation affects the language into which translating occurs, as I agree
with Johnson that it does, then it matters what kinds of things we trans-
late. I think of another eighteenth-century Englishman, Edward Gibbon,
who wrote eagerly in 1761 of his desire to consult a really exotic sample
of writing, say a book from the Iroquois nation:

An Iroquois work, even if it were full of absurdities, would be an in-
valuable treasure; it would offer an unique specimen of the workings of
the human mind, when placed in circumstances which we have never
experienced, and influenced by manners and religious opinions entirely
contrary to our own. We should be sometimes astonished and instructed
by the contrariety of ideas thus produced [. ..] We should there learn not
only to own, but to feel the power of prejudices, not to be astonished at
what seems most absurd, and often to distrust what seems best estab-
lished. (Gibbon, cited in Reiss 136-37)

The man of the Enlightenment shows himself here fascinated by what
is not like him. His response is divided. He preemptively characterizes
the hypothetical Iroquois book as full of “error,” as if to hold the foreign
book at a distance: we are the ones who know what the truth is and the
exotic informant is bound to be wrong about things. Probably the Iro-
quois cosmology makes some mistakes; we all do. But once past this easy
assumption of epistemological superiority, Gibbon sets himself as reader
a more demanding mission: to find the reasons behind the “absurdities”



SAUSSY: BETWEEN LANGUAGES AND DISCIPLINES 49

of the text. Reddere rationem: it is a philosophical mission, to understand
“the workings of the human mind” in this unfamiliar context. Gibbon
does not promise to explain the Iroquois mentality in terms of our own
mentality, but to discover, so far as possible, the coherence, system, and
implications of the alien mind. It is not our reasons that count as Reason
here. By doing this act of interpretation, Gibbon advances, we will come
to understand ourselves as “prejudiced” subjects, and to doubt “what
seems best established” for people like us. Just as in Vico, the savage or
barbarian is the incarnation of another kind of reason that does not cor-
respond to our assumptions, but nonetheless makes sense once you have
figured out the starting points of the other mentality. Or consider Fried-
rich August Wolf, telling us in 1790 that in order to understand Homer’s
world we have to throw away all our books, pens, and libraries. These
eighteenth-century mental explorers are trying to put us in the position
of not knowing what kind of a document we have in front of us. Is it
literature? Is it myth? Is it the babblings of an insane person? What is it
and what are we to do with it? This is what happens when we read texts
written under “circumstances which we have never experienced.”

When we have visited such outer limits, the provincial character of
our category of literature is revealed, and the reflexivity of translation
is revealed. By the way, I am not saying that the Iroquois experience is
incommensurable with that of the Enlightenment Englishman, or that
the Iroquois text is untranslatable: such negative epithets (inspired by
Thomas Kuhn) are often used out of pure exaggeration, and I think it
is always safe to say that some of the experience must be commensurate
and some of the meanings must be translatable, otherwise we couldn’t
even state the frustration of attempting to bring them across; they would
simply be as ineluctably other as Wittgenstein’s lion.

You can find real exoticism not so far from home, I contend—in
interdisciplinarity. On the condition, that is, that we do it with reflexivity.

One form of interdisciplinarity happens when literary methods are
extended to new objects—the objects traditionally guarded by the watch-
dogs of a different discipline. It is amusing to watch what happens when
literary scholarship makes a raid on such objects. Hayden White’s astonish-
ingly original work Metahistory, published in 1973, put under the analytic
lenses of literary genre theory the writings of historians and philosophers
of history (White). White showed that history-writing obeyed the laws of
rhetoric and genre: that the same series of real events might be plotted as an
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epic, a bourgeois tragedy, a romance or a comedy, depending on the config-
uration of characters, events, tropes, and connotations. The response from
historians was mostly cranky and dismissive. By treating history as another
type of literary rhetoric, they charged, White was playing cavalierly with
the all-important questions of the meaning and truth of human events, he
was trivializing the whole historical profession, he was reducing research to
verbal decoration, he was, in short, some kind of cynic or nihilist.

A few years later, when Richard Rorty proposed, by way of com-
menting on Jacques Derrida’s contributions, that we treat “philosophy as
a kind of writing,” the response from philosophers was similar, down to
the charges of frivolity and nihilism (Rorty).

That is one type of response to the interdisciplinary extension of liter-
ary methods to fields of discourse that their practitioners consider not to
be literature. It tells us a lot about how literature is defined and valued. That
is, not very highly—and precisely because of the identification of literature
with the imaginary, the decorative and the merely persuasive. The realm of
literature, for historians and philosophers, is a place where the coin they
perceive themselves to be dealing in, namely truth, has no currency.

The interdisciplinary conditions are somewhat different with law
and medicine. For the former, let the evidence be a splendid article by Ju-
lie Stone Peters, “Law, Literature, and the Vanishing Real: On the Future
of an Interdisciplinary Illusion” (2005) (Peters); for the latter, the works
of the medical anthropologist Arthur Kleinman. Kleinman writes in The
Illness Narratives about the need of patients to give a narrative shape—a
literary shape, we could say without too much exaggeration—to what
happens to them. Some patients get a sense of control over their situ-
ation by referring to King Lear, for example, unlikely though that may
sound at first hearing (Kleinman 141-42). As for the law, a courtroom is
of course a site of competition among storytellers, and to their well-paid
efforts literature, if we identify it with persuasive storytelling, has little
to add except as a form of illustration. Literature is the Extra-Strength
form of what they already deal in. As Peter Brooks puts it, some radical
lawyers see “narrative [a]s an important tool for individuals and com-
munities who need to tell the concrete particulars of their experience in a
way normally excluded by legal reasoning and rule (Brooks).” “Stories are
real,” say two literature-and-law specialists cited by Peters, “and they are
populated by real people” (447). Literature conveys more reality, more
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authenticity, more experience than a legal brief, say the people who deal
with legal briefs all day long.

In these two kinds of interdisciplinary contact we see literature oc-
cupying roles that are complementary to the other discipline’s shortcom-
ings—and yet the roles literature plays as regards law and medicine are
mutually antithetical. For patients and doctors confronting the messy,
random yet fated processes of illness, in the course of which all sub-
jectivity is put at risk, literature represents a saving principle of form,
an embodiment of the order and reason to which one might aspire in
shaping the account in words of one’s own life. For lawyers and their
clients, literature is rather the place where a specific kind of content can
be extracted: raw, immediate, untheorized, authentic human experience
before the protocols of the courtroom have got to it and processed it into
standard-shaped sausages. Both these encounters point to functions for
literature that do us honor, but however friendly, these modes of interdis-
ciplinarity reduce literature to subject matter, to the thing that literature
has in common with the rest of life, not what literature adds to life.

In this regard, I think the historians and the philosophers under-
stood something about literature that the lawyers and doctors did not—
even if the former group were frantically suspicious of our tricks and
traps. Lawyers and doctors admire literature’s ability to construct per-
suasive worlds of discourse. Historians and philosophers fear that our
persuasion is made to seduce people into Plato’s cave of illusion. The
contrastive contact with law and medicine posits literature as the domain
where the Human resides. For medicine it is the Human as form-giver, in
relation to unruly matter; for legal humanities it is the human as agency
and spontaneity, set against the unyielding rubrics of the law. Perhaps
because they are closer to our trade, the historians and philosophers see
the profession of letters as an antitype or antidote to conventional hu-
manistic values, and so do us the backhanded compliment of trying to
claim those values for themselves.

The works of White and Rorty certainly made it easier for us to per-
form our dark arts upon texts from history and philosophy, and the ex-
perience of representing the humanistic values associated with literature
in the realms of medicine and law can be uplifting, but in all these cases
we see interdisciplinarity extending the domain of the literary on the
terms already consented to literature. Imagine, though, that the contact
with law, medicine, history or philosophy were to change the definition
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of the literary. Imagine, that is, that reflexivity were to occur. How would
that happen? What would transfer over to literature from the other disci-
plines, what newly acquired methods or viewpoints could be attained? If
interdisciplinarity is usually conducted on the model of a translation—
the restating of a common content in diverse idioms—then what would
most benefit all parties to the conversation would perhaps be the oppo-
site, the stating in a common idiom of divergent contents.

Law and medicine, when they bother to think about literature, con-
ceive it in similar yet opposite ways, one seeing raw material, the other
seeing achieved form. A symmetry of the same kind, I think, appears in
the opposing attitudes of another pair of disciplines often proposed for
our interdisciplinary interest, neuroscience and computer programming.
Forgive me here if I go quickly and aim for broad caricatural outlines;
I'm trying to paint a billboard, not a watercolor. A number of cognitive-
science studies chiefly demonstrate that humans think with their brains,
and that the properties of human brains are also seen in literary works.
Some studies foreground such properties as recursivity and metaphor as
characterizing both human cognition and works of literature written by
humans. Q.E.D. Such similarities are not, after all, surprising; it would be
more surprising to learn that spiderwebs or river deltas exhibit properties
of human cognition. We already think like literary works all the time—
we attribute motives, we construct storylines, we assess the reliability
of narrators, we bolil figures of speech down to their simplest meaning.
Many people who have never learned how to read can gossip. Much cog-
nitive literary theory, as it presently stands, just repeats the point that the
literary mind is the human mind, somewhat vividly and exaggeratedly lit
up for exhibition. Probably it would help us as human beings to learn to
think otherwise than as literary works do. But how?

Some of the work that gets attention from the newspapers as “digi-
tal humanities” is on the same plane. I remember reading, for example,
some years ago, a now unfindable article demonstrating that a survey of
adjectives in American novels from 1945 to the present exhibits an in-
creasing fraction of words connoting anxiety. You didn’t need a computer
to tell you that, though it must be nice to have the exact proportions.
Digital-humanities work that simply does on a bigger scale or at a faster
pace work that has long been done by humans wielding index cards—
the work of concordances, indexes, library catalogues and dictionaries—
does not strike me as being powerfully interdisciplinary. It simply restates
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old assumptions in a context of up-to-date machinery. My heart begins
to beat faster when I read about work in automated learning, where a set
of algorithms is let loose on a corpus of literary works and allowed to
discover patterns on its own, extend their chains of similarity, and choose
what to foreground as important or exceptional. A really interdisciplin-
ary research program would contrast the automated learning strategies
point for point with the interpretive strategies of unaided humans. It is
from the non-humans, our own Iroquois, that we can learn something
new about the human, all-too-human effects of literature.

I find encouragement in this view from Katherine Hayles, who ad-
vocates for an expansion of literary studies to encompass film, image,
games, science writing and so forth, but at the same time demands that
each medium should get a Media Specific Analysis, or MSA (Hayles).
That is, comparing a novel and the movie or game derived from it should
not treat them as two different vehicles for the same content, but should
focus on how the different vehicles shape the content differently, to the
point that in the respects that matter, they are not the same work at all.
The notion of media is, I think, capacious enough to admit novels, po-
ems, plays, legal briefs, case histories, algorithms, and the like as forms of
“letters,” or inscriptions—even oral recitations can be squished into the
category of “inscriptions,” or so I've argued in a recent book, insofar as
they depend on intersubjectively recognized loci of memory (Saussy).

With this common basis, which by the way gives no special privilege
or disqualification to the category of the imaginary, in mind, we can then
differentiate the textual universes in prospect. We can do that formally.
For the way the documents of a legal universe are organized and interre-
lated is quite different from the way a medical inscription-world is set up;
the historian’s archive, the philosopher’s debating-ground, the double-
blind drug study, the film industry, all follow rules of relevance that are
infrastructural to what gets said there, what gets a hearing, what con-
stitutes a basis for further discussion. Frequenting as a layperson these
often baffling universes gives a person with literary training a sense of the
disciplinary specificity (and the bounds) of the universe of literature. As
Gibbon speculated, the experience of a mind organized differently from
one’s own yields first the sense that everything is wrong, that it’s a land-
scape of “error,” but this impression then gives way to the sense of an idi-
omatic coherence arising from its modes of organization, however much
of our previous point of view we must sacrifice in order to get there. So
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it is among disciplines: if it were simply possible to translate one into
the other, to find for every point of the one a corresponding point in the
ontology of the other, the process wouldn’t be particularly interesting; it’s
when the whole organization of the discourses is different that mediating
the media becomes real work.

In narrating the story of American comparative literature, I may
have given the impression that interdisciplinarity is a latecomer, that we
turned to it after we had exhausted the readier options. That’s not true
for the prophets of theory, who seem to have done everything for the
first time themselves, out of far-sightedness or instinct. Let us remember
Viktor Shklovsky, the inspirer of the Russian Formalist school of criti-
cism, invokes psychology at crucial points of his breakaway essay “Art as
Device”—and it’s not the common-sense kind of psychology. He’s only
interested in the results that go against common sense. Another such
prophet, Ferdinand de Saussure, based his linguistics on a Darwinian
model of change in populations. There the individual will counts for al-
most nothing, change is never teleological, and the environment fashions
the organism: the point being to counter a crude social Darwinism in the
mainstream linguistics of Saussure’s time, which portrayed languages as
organisms and sang of their victories over lesser idioms. A third prophet,
Milman Parry, a second-generation student of Saussure who in the 1920s
more or less created the field of oral poetics, came to his insights by ap-
plying not semantics, not poetics, not philology to the Homeric poems,
but statistics, recovering through the corpus method an astonishing de-
gree of economy and exactitude in Homer’s heroic jargon: the first data-
base poetics (Saussy 43—73). Each of these discovered in his own way that
meaning is an effect of something that is not itself meaningful—and the
boundary between meaningful and meaningless is a boundary between
our discipline and others. Theory, as they founded it, is about how mean-
ings are produced, not about the meanings themselves. When Shklovsky,
in 1914, proclaimed “art” the same as “device,” it was to say that what
matters in art is not the artwork, but “the way of experiencing how an ob-
ject is made.”? Each of the pioneers of theory just mentioned performed
what Shklovsky called “the knight’s move,” not proceeding down the

2.Or as rendered by Alexandra Berlina: “the means to live through the mak-
ing of a thing” (“Art as Device,” translated in Berlina 80). Test these readings
against the original: “Iskusstvo yest’ sposob perezhit’ delat’ veshi, a sdelann