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The Theme of Exile in Chateubriand’s, Tocqueville’s 

and Beaumont’s American Romantic Texts. A 

Structural Analysis 

 
Abstract:  

The present article constitutes an approach to the subject of intentional and involuntary exile in the romantic 

works “Atala”, René, Les Natchez by François-René de Chateaubriand, Course au Lac Onéida, Quinze Jours au 

Désert by Alexis de Tocqueville and Marie où l’Esclavage aux Etats-Unis by Gustave de Beaumont. Exile will be 

examined as a proof of love for the country (philopatrie), as a weakness or unwillingness of the French people 

to maintain their presence on the American soil, and as a farewell to the fallen nobility. My study will be based 

on the structural analysis of myth as developed and applied by the French anthropologist and ethnologist 

Claude Lévi-Strauss. The repeated components will be retrieved, classified and analyzed in order to 

demonstrate that the romantic devices and subjects used by the writers, are a mere pretext, a means through 

which Chateaubriand, Tocqueville and Beaumont transmit their philosophical ideas and socio-political 

ideologies regarding America and France. 

 
Keywords: exile, romanticism, colonialism, Chateaubriand, Tocqueville, Beaumont, America 

 

 

Introduction 

Exile is a leitmotif, a recurrent theme in Chateaubriand, Tocqueville and Beaumont’s romantic 

texts and the analysis of the myth of Oedipus will be the basic methodological tool in order to 

approach and understand its latent but very substantial meanings. According to Lévi-Strauss, the 

search of recurring motifs in the content of a myth, leads us to its basic structure, “to the scheme of 

relations between components and events” (Levi Strauss as qtd. in Rotenstreich 489). The aim is to 

detect the repeated patterns, identify the hidden forms and finally comprehend and interpret the 

latent meanings. Levi-Strauss’ structural theory relies on the fact that underneath simple narrations 

that initially seem unconnected and irrelevant, we can trace intrinsic, general and stable conceptual 

truths and structures that are being gradually exposed, once the links between the components are 

disclosed. To prove this argument, Lévi-Strauss structures the myth of Oedipus as a musical score 

which can be read horizontally as well as vertically (Lévi-Strauss 213). The horizontal approach 

orientates towards the myth reading, while the vertical approach reveals its hidden secrets and 

leads us to its better understanding: 

Cadmos seeks his sister 

Europa, ravished by 

Zeus 

   

  Cadmos kills the dragon  

 The Spartoi kill one 

another 

  

   Labdacos (Laios’ father) 

                                                
1
 PhD - Department of Political Science and Public Administration, National and Kapodistrian University of 
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= lame 

   Laios (Oedipus father) = 

left-sided 

 Oedipus kills his father 

Laios 

Oedipus kills the Sphinx  

   Oedipus = swollen feet 

Oedipus marries his 

mother Jocasta 

   

 Eteocles kills his brother 

Polynices, despite 

prohibition 

  

Antigone buries her 

brother Polynices, 

despite prohibition 

   

 

The information contained in each vertical column, has a common denominator. The first one 

manifests “overrated blood relations”, meaning enhanced familiarity overriding acceptable rules, 

while the second column displays “underrated blood relations” (Lévi-Strauss 215).The third one 

refers to chthonic monsters that have been exterminated by the myth’s heroes, implying “the 

rejection of man’s indigeneity”, and the fourth column demonstrates the meaning of the heroes’ 

name, suggesting “difficulties in walking straight and standing upright” (Lévi-Strauss 215). Lévi-

Strauss reaches the conclusion that the myth of Oedipus “has to do with the inability of a culture, 

which holds the belief that mankind is autochthonous . . . to find satisfactory transition between the 

theory and the knowledge that human beings are actually born from the union of man and woman” 

(Lévi-Strauss 216). Following Lévi-Strauss’ example, we will try in our turn to retrieve and isolate in 

all five texts, the redundant elements that initially look irrelevant, insignificant and ideologically 

benign. Afterwards, the findings will be regrouped and studied in order to proceed to horizontal and 

vertical readings of a complex picture, disclose the hidden links of a common chain, and finally prove 

our initial arguments, that exile is a proof of love for the country (philopatrie), a weakness or 

unwillingness of the French people to maintain their presence on the American soil, and a farewell 

to the fallen nobility. 

 

Exile in Chateaubriand’s Novels as Devotion to Homeland 

In all three Chateaubriand’s novels, René as writer and as fictional hero, experiences absolute 

exile. René-François de Chateaubriand is a French émigré, one of the nobles who left the country 

after the Revolution, finding shelter in England from 1793 to 1800. Having lost his prestigious status, 

he makes a living teaching French. His family had been jailed during the Terror period, while his 

brother Jean-Batiste and his wife Aline Le Peletier de Rosanbo, Malesherbes’ granddaughter, were 

decapitated in 1794. Opposed to the Enlightenment and the ideas prevailing in 1789, he is distressed 

by the social and political upheavals that succeeded the collapse of the Ancient Régime and by the 

loss of the French Colonies. To his great chagrin, Chateaubriand realized that the French nobles who 

fled to America after the Revolution, had not been able to find as favorable conditions as expected.  

The French writer chooses to ostracize from his novels any element related to his contemporary 

America, retaining as exclusive décor its paradisiacal, exotic image and as principal figures the 

natives, the “natural men”. He evicts the newborn American nation, demonstrating provocatively his 

indifference towards the modern political and economic miracle, so popular in his country during 

that period. Yet, young Chateaubriand’s visit to America was not only a romantic, but also a political 

experience. He confronted what Rousseau called “civil society” (“société civile”), the political 

formation based on “people’s general will” (“volonté générale”), while being at the same time 
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introduced to this new society, which did not really differ from the European one (Barbéris 95). His 

romantic, homonymous hero, René, is also a self-exiled individual drawn to America by his romantic 

melancholy, the uneasiness of his intense feelings and passions, the difficulty in fitting into 

civilization’s norms and in tolerating the superficial sociability of people. Detached and pensive, he 

finds refuge in the reverie, the solitude, and the contemplation of unspoiled nature, as Rousseau did 

earlier in his Reveries of a Solitary Walker (Rêveries du Promeneur Solitaire).  

René as hero, as René the writer, seeks the natural, asocial and apolitical condition, the primitive 

and organic universality, which are perfectly harmonious with the unity of self. According to 

Rousseau, “the natural man is a totality for him; he is the numerical unit, the absolute completeness 

which is relative only to itself or its kind. Civil man is nothing but a fractional unit which depends on 

the denominator and his value is in his relation to the whole, meaning to the social body” (Rousseau, 

Emile 11)
2
. In his trilogy, Chateaubriand rejects the social body, as a disruptive factor of the primitive 

condition, in which dispersed but autonomous and self-sufficient individualities enjoy freedom and 

joyfulness in nature. Their central characteristic is the state of “love of self” (“amour-de-soi”), a 

feeling always directed to well-being and compassion.  

In his three romantic works, fictional, as well as real, he is full of bitterness and nostalgia for the 

loss of the homeland. The exile of the fictional noble hero René, who seeks the company of the 

equally noble and innocent savages, starts with the symbolic distancing of the canoe from the shore, 

carrying the young man and the wise, blind primitive Chactas. The latter is an honorable chief of the 

Natzchez tribe, “devoted ally” of the French forces in America. The Natchez’ organizational structure 

was hierarchical, despotic and theocratic as the French state at the time of the Ancient Régime. 

Therefore, the canoe crossing, symbolizes on the one hand the passage to an aspired new life, and a 

search for a potential new kingdom (Lowrie 755), and on the other hand an imaginary return to the 

past, to the reinstatement of aristocracy and the Bourbon House. Besides, on both sides, mirrored 

confessions made from René to Chactas and vice versa regarding their wandering experience and 

the loss of their cherished persons, denote a profound nostalgia for the past and the yearning for 

home, which for Löwy and Sayre, are central features of the romantic attitude (147-151). In the last 

part of “Atala”, the narrator, who may be Chateaubriand himself, reminisces: “Oh! How tears are 

shed when we leave from homeland” (Chateaubriand, “Atala” 68). 

Chateaubriand himself becomes an outcast due to his romantic predilection, his political beliefs, 

social status and the extremities of the Terror. He proceeds to a self-inflicted exile from his own 

country, experienced both as liberation and as restrain of freedom. Exile for him is a chance to 

escape violence, anarchy and the extermination of the noblesse in France. Displacement though, 

implies deprivation of his family, his religion, his country, the aristocratic values and traditions: “All is 

there in the enchanted reveries into which the sounds of those bells of home plunge us: religion, 

family, country, the cradle and the grave, the past and the future” (Chateaubriand, René 142). In that 

sense, exile becomes a trial for love for someone’s homeland and a mark of virtue. In his extended 

essay The Genius of Christianity (Le Génie du Christianisme), the writer maintains that among all 

instincts, love for our country is the noblest (595). The obsessional repetition of the theme of the 

loss of homeland is intrinsically linked to the extinction of the Ancient Régime and the post-

revolutionary socio-political transformations. Chateaubriand, despite having been classified as a 

great romantic writer, constantly implies in his novels that no adventure, wandering or travel can 

replace the love for someone’s birthland. All the vital related elements, such as religion, ancestors, 

traditions and established institutions are closely connected to a country, and once gone, the man 

becomes adrift and dispossessed (Chinard 300). 

Rousseau, who deeply influenced Chateaubriand in his early novels, considers that patriotism 

derives from virtue and its subsequent achievements: “It is certain that the greatest miracles of 

virtue have been produced by patriotism: this fine and lively feeling, which gives to the force of self-

love all the beauty of virtue, lends it an energy which, without disfiguring it, makes it the most heroic 

                                                
2
 All translations in this paper are mine 
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of all passions.” (Rousseau, Discours sur l' Economie Politique 15). He argues that if we aspire to 

render all citizens virtuous, we should encourage them to love their country, since homeland is the 

mother of all (16-17). Rousseau relates patriotism to the “amour-propre” (“love for oneself”), and 

contrasts it with “amour-de-soi”. A person, in his original state, feels natural passions, which are 

God-given and among which the noblest is the “amour-de-soi” (“self-love”) defined as:  

 

The origin of our passions, the root and spring of all the rest, the only one which is born with man, 

which never leaves him as long as he lives, is self-love; this passion is primitive, instinctive, it precedes 

all the rest, which are in a sense only modifications of it. In this sense, if you like, they are all natural. 

But most of these modifications are the result of external influences, without which they would never 

occur, and such modifications, far from being advantageous to us, are harmful. They change the 

original purpose and work against its end; then it is that man finds himself outside nature and at strife 

with himself. Self-love is always good, always in accordance with the order of nature. (Rousseau, 

Emile 159) 

 

The natural passion of “amour-de-soi”, always in harmony with morality and order, is 

undermined by the advent of “amour-propre”, a social product that renders man degenerate, 

villainous and egotistical. The civil man acquires false needs and attributes excessive importance to 

acceptance and admiration of others. Inasmuch as we cannot free ourselves from our passions, we 

have to focus on the only element that can reconstitute man’s contact with his natural state, the 

love for his homeland (“philopatrie”). Rousseau focuses on the wide community of men, and invites 

them to become members of a homeland that they will cherish with natural passion, equal to the 

one they felt for themselves before transferring to civilization. He urges them to join an imaginary 

community, and feel in close companionship with others. René overflows with love for his country - 

a passion that combines positively virtue and the pure and benign passion of “amour-propre” (Engel 

524) and hunts for unity in his place of exile. The Natchez tribe and America’s wilderness represent 

the symbolic space, the symbolic link that leads him to imagine, to picture that he is a valuable part 

of a collectivity. The fact that Chateaubriand involves his romantic hero René in an armed conflict 

against his own compatriots is a proof of commitment to the general will of his new homeland and 

the new community to which he belongs. 

Chateaubriand’s exotic geography is the space par excellence of the main characters’ external 

and internal exile. The term “patrie” is frequently repeated, not only by the natives, but also by 

René, and along with the nostalgia this word implies, it becomes the bond that forges strong 

relationships and affinity between him and them. The abandonment of France and of his beloved 

sister, the loss of the French colonies, the Natchez defeat and their subsequent relocation, Atala’s 

and Chactas’ uprooting, are decisive events that confine the heroes to a state of permanent exile, 

never to be reunited with their home. We could consider Chateaubriand’s American trilogy as a 

lamento about lost countries, discarded cultural and social identities, families’ dissolution and the 

distorted understanding of Christian faith. Τhe grief of loss is a concluding, but also an introductory 

pattern manifested each time through the use of collateral confessions, which awake memory, 

always related to disillusionment and nostalgia for the motherland. According to René Girard, the 

end of each novel is a memory, a “panoramic vision” and at the same time an emerging inspiration 

(333). 

 

A Structural Analysis of the Theme of Wandering and Exile in Chateaubriand’s American Trilogy: 

An Impossible French Presence and the Innuendos for the Vanishing Nobility 

As we have mentioned earlier, in Chateaubriand’s American trilogy, not only the end, but also the 

beginning, are connected with the theme of the exile from home and the deprivation that this exile 

entails on all levels. The recurrent elements that constitute the motif, the mosaic of exile, can be 

depicted as follows: 
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Relation between the 

heroes 

Reason for exile        Place of exile         The end of exile 

René 

 

 

Siblings related by blood. 

 

Amelie 

Romantic melancholy 

Incestuous passion for his 

sister 

 

Woods Death 

Incestuous passion for her 

brother 

 

Monastery Death 

Chactas 

 

 

Step siblings unrelated by 

blood 

 

Atala 

 

War between Indian tribes 

Romantic passion for Atala 

 

 

Woods Death 

Romantic passion for 

Chactas 

Woods Death 

René 

 

Step siblings unrelated by 

blood 

 

Célouta 

Romantic pursuits and need 

to integrate with the noble 

savages 

 

Woods Death 

Romantic passion for René Woods Death 

Natchez tribe 

 

Pseudo-siblings attached 

members of a small 

community 

 

War between the French and 

their ex-allies, the Natchez 

tribe 

The Natchez relocation after 

their defeat 

Woods Death 

Observer (René) 

 

Pseudo-sibling attached by 

compassion for the 

wandering tribes. 

Romantic melancholy 

Self-exile 

Woods Impasse and 

probable death 

 

Romantic passion is defined here as an unrealized, strong desire, beyond all conventions and 

reason, that triggers an intense action and evasion. Similarly, romantic melancholy is an 

estrangement, the difficulty of belonging somewhere and the intense searching of the internal self. 

From the table above, it can be remarked that the heroes are possessed by a romantic 

unconventional and irrational emotion, which makes them decide to abandon home. We must also 

keep in mind the strong symbolisms in the novels, referring mainly to death, as for example, René’s 

crossing of the Meschacebe river in a canoe led by the blind Chactas in the beginning of “Atala”’s 

narration, and Rene’s impass at the waterfall at the end of the narrative. 

Rene’s psyche, that of the author’s and that of the fiction hero, are framed by a water circle, 

starting from the writer’s family house by the sea in Saint Malo, continuing with the overseas trip to 

America, followed by the canoe crossing to another place, to another way of life and completed by 

the Niagara falls, an aquatic torrential obstacle and impasse that signals the end. The idea of a 
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degenerating evolution towards an end, a counter-argument of the Philosophes’ idea about 

unstoppable progress, is exhaustively analyzed in Chateaubriand’s Essay on Revolutions (Essai sur les 

Révolutions), in which he argues that the historic facts follow a circular direction where each step 

forward confirms the steady course to disaster. We walk only towards a forthcoming turmoil and 

disorder, constantly and inevitably repeated. 

Two elements are preponderant in Chateaubriand’s romantic texts: the woods and water which 

are both a refuge and a curse, as the heroes lose themselves in the infinity that reflects their own 

internal void. The sublime landscape favors but also cancels their plans, covers and exposes them, 

makes them dream about and at the same time face reality. In Water and Dreams (L’Eau et les 

Rêves) Gaston Bachelard refers to Jung, who considers water and the tree as mother symbols. An 

organic material such as wood that has been sculpted to form a canoe, and the glide on the river’s 

quiet water, is a condition through which maternal symbolism is doubled (Bachelard 100). Water 

communicates with the forces of the night, of death, but also of resurrection. As cited in Bachelrad’s 

study, Jung in his book Transformations and Symbols of the Libido (Métamorphoses et symboles de la 

Libido) claims that the dead return to their mother womb so that they can be reborn. Death in water 

is related to what Bachelard calls the “Ophelia complex”, albeit connected with the feminine psyche. 

The individual is delivered to a liquid substance, floating to his own tranquil suicidal death in a state 

of reverie without any feelings of pride or vengeance (Bachelard 113). René’s voluntary dislocation 

through water balances between a demise and a yearning for a rebirth ex nihilo, a self-destruction 

and concurrently a will to redress. The aquatic symbols depict the passage to another life, to another 

state, with fluid, unstable, ephemeral and changeable characteristics. The waterfall in the last 

chapter of “Atala”, with menacing and rustling water is an allegory of the dead-end of wandering, 

the deadlock of exile and the vanishing. 

The blindness of Chactas is related to the darkness, a condition that Rousseau analyses 

controversially in his book Emile. On the one hand, Rousseau considers visual acuity as the only state 

that confirms impressions gathered by the other senses, and on the other hand, he maintains that 

because this sense is sovereign, it demotes all the others forcing them in malfunction. He also 

characterizes vision as elusive, due to the rapidity of the perception of sight. Blindness is considered 

as infirmity and at the same time as a means to sharpen other dexterities regarding the external 

stimuli perception, as for example the sense of touch, which is safe and reliable (Rousseau, Emile 

92). Chactas’ blindness is a different aspect of exile, a defect implying ignorance, limited access to 

reality, isolation and estrangement. Concurrently it constitutes an acuity related to wisdom, intuition 

and clairvoyance: 

 

in the dark it is their turn [the blind people] to be our guide. We are blind half our time, with this 

difference: the really blind always know what to do, while we are afraid to stir in the dark. We have 

lights, you say. What! always artificial aids. Who can insure that they will always be at hand when 

required. I had rather Emile’s eyes were in his finger tips, than in the chandler’s shop. (Rousseau, 

Emile 92)  

 

According to the myth of Oedipus, the loss of sight is perceived as punishment for an ultimate 

insult, a hybris committed, which in our case is the desire for “racial incest” between natives and 

Europeans. We must not forget that Atala is half European and the virginity taboo imposed by her 

mother is an allegory for a latent prohibition of intermarriage between people of different races and 

ethnicities. 

Taking all these findings into consideration, we can proceed to an horizontal assessment of the 

aforementioned table, and note that between the heroes exists: 

 

A. An excessive and intense proximity / devotion / relation (parental, social, interracial, ethnic) 

B. Intense feelings and desires that complicate and prohibit coexistence 

C. Uprooting caused by the disclosure of a secret  
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D. Transition to another state and death 

 

A vertical assessment of the table, based on the structural analysis as used by Lévi-Strauss to 

interpret the myth of Oedipus, reveals: 

 

1. People linked by overrated kinship and relations expressed through: the forbidden erotic desire 

between siblings (René – Amélie, Chactas – Atala, Célouta – René); Chacta’s adoption by a 

European father and René’s adoption by the Indian Chactas; the transport of the dead ancestors’ 

bones on the back of the wandering Natchez; René’s half Indian daughter christened Amelie 

(named after his sister); Atala’s twisted dedication to God and excessive devotion to her mother; 

Chactas’ need to return to his ancestors’ land after many years of absence; Céluta’s suicide 

following the death of her father and her husband; René’s obsessed rivals in the Natchez tribe; 

the paternal figures of the priests Aubry and Souel 

2. Overrated desires leading to undervalued, decreased reason and brutal voluntary or involuntary 

uprooting from the birthplace. The overstated passions and desires cause, as argued by 

Rousseau, uncertainty, deficiency and despair. “All desire implies a want, and all wants are 

painful; hence our wretchedness consists in the disproportion between our desires and our 

powers” (Rousseau, Emile 43). The sudden revelation of a terrible secret is connected to a taboo 

breaking, to a violation of a social norm which clashes with the individual’s fervency and forces 

them to abandon their home country and the loved ones. This secret is always linked with 

lineage and unapproved extra-racial or inter-family relationships developed.  

3. An underrated sense of indigeneity and feeling of belonging to a certain place or community, a 

reduced survival capacity and impossibility of integration. We notice a general difficulty in 

racial, ethnic and trans-national co-existence, causing displacement and exile in the exotic 

nature for René and Atala, in Europe and in the land of a rival tribe for young Chactas, in the 

Catholic Church for Amelie, in the unknown for the Natchez. The place of exile is a refuge that 

offers security, hope, and purification, while simultaneously presaging disaster, an impasse and 

the point of no-return to the initial condition and place. Everything in all three texts denotes a 

diminished capacity of survival and adaptation, leading people to a dead end, and ultimately to 

death. 

4. Lack of descendants—racial purity. Isolation, exclusion and death prohibit reproduction, 

survival and proliferation of the nobility (the Natchez race, Atala, René, Amélie) and their 

descendants. Continuity is also impossible to all the people involved in a mingling of Europeans 

and natives. 

 

From the detailed structural analysis above, we can conclude the existence of the following facts: 

An excessive kinship, personal, parental and social bonds, linked to overstated feelings, decreased 

rationality, and a weak sense of community, of belonging and identification, in America’s society 

and exotic environment, resulting in an end and physical, social or symbolic death. 

 

The Theme of Exile in the Literary Texts of Beaumont and Tocqueville: Between the American 

Fantasy and the French Eclipse 

Alexis de Tocqueville and Gustave de Beaumont leave France in 1831 and several years after 

Chateaubriand travel to America to study the penitentiary system of the country. This was in fact 

only a pretext, as their joint decision was related to Louis-Philippe’s, Duke of Orleans, ascension to 

the throne after the July Monarchy in 1830. The Beaumont and Tocqueville families were declared 

supporters of the House of Bourbon and not of the House of Orleans, a preference that could 

possibly endanger their lives and threaten their careers. The outcome of this visit was for Beaumont 

the lesser known romantic novel Marie or Slavery in the United States (Marie ou l’Esclavage aux 

Etats-Unis) and for Tocqueville the Democracy in America (Démocratie en Amérique) and two almost 
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ignored romantic essay-journals, the Visit to Lake Oneida (Course au Lac Oneida) and A Fortnight in 

the Desert (Quinze Jours au Désert).  

Beaumont’s Marie describes the love between the French noble Ludovic, who visits America on 

an impulse of romantic passion and Marie, a white girl concealing her Negro ancestry. The young 

couple faces the outcry of public opinion, which prohibits interracial marriages, and flees in self-exile 

into the American natural world, to avoid violence and the prejudice caused by their union. The 

story unfolds through the description of Ludovic himself, who lives isolated in the American woods 

after the death of Marie. In the American wild, where he lives in complete solitude and isolation, he 

will come across a French traveler possessed by the same romantic passion that brought Ludovic 

himself to America many years back. Finally, having listened to Ludovic’s story, the French traveler 

decides to return to France.  

Tocqueville’s Course au lac Oneida describes the real visit of Beaumont and Tocqueville to the 

Frenchman’s Island in Lake Oneida, a dream of a lifetime and a phantasy. It is a tribute to the urban 

legend or real story (Tocqueville does not clarify) of a self-exiled French noble, who lived there with 

his wife and his children, isolated, trying to start afresh. There is no one left alive from the 

Frenchman’s family and the two companions only find destroyed and used remains of a French 

presence, that does not exist anymore. In Marie, the wandering and exile refer to the heroes. In 

Course au Lac Oneida, wandering and exile refer to Beaumont and Tocqueville themselves, as well as 

to the imaginary/real person of the legendary French self-exiled noble.  

In Marie, Ludovic’s roving in America’s wilderness evolves in two distinct phases that influence 

the course of the story. His first outing to a wood in Baltimore is triggered by the romantic passion 

and yearning for reverie and solitude. The internal psychological processes intensified by the perils 

and isolation of the wild nature peak in the romantic leitmotif of the loss of the sense of time and 

place in the dreamy landscape that unexpectedly ceases to be hospitable and liberating and turns 

into a menacing nightmare. As in the case of “Atala”, salvation comes unexpectedly, through an 

almost metaphysical God’s gift of a female that will be transformed into an object of an unfulfilled 

desire. The romantic hero realizes that henceforward his passion has a clear orientation and reason. 

His awareness of the new state of emotions will make him stray again, directed this time by higher 

moral principles and by the French ideals and codes of chivalry and aristocracy. The disclosure of a 

secret (Marie’s African ancestry) will lead the hero to the second phase of self-exile.  

If in the first stage Ludovic experiences a spiritual and sentimental wandering in an exotic 

environment, during the second stage he will make desperate efforts to transform this environment 

from a place for contemplation to a protective shield against social rejection and aggressiveness. 

Nature is perceived as a sanctuary and a refuge from racial prejudice. In order to defend Marie’s life 

and honor, Ludovic seeks protection from the malicious effects of the “omnipotence of the majority 

in the United States” (Tocqueville, Democracy 369), strongly opposed to any kind of association 

between white and colored or mixed race people. They will cross the wilderness and inaccessible 

deserted regions inhabited by natives, who are believed, according to the “noble savage myth” so 

popular in France during the eighteenth century, to remain unaffected by the corruption of 

civilization and live there free from oppression and tyranny, disposing moral sense and dignity 

(Beaumont 141-142). At this point, de Beaumont meets Chateaubriand, Rousseau and the romantic 

French school. The two hunted lovers reach the Lake Oneida as well as the small Frenchman Island. 

Tocqueville and Beaumont had visited themselves the aforementioned island and their experience is 

documented in Beaumont’s notes and novel, in Tocqueville’s short romantic essay-journal of Course 

au Lac Oneida, and in a short passage in Démocratie en Amérique (420-421). In each text, the visit is 

described differently, depending on what the writers wish to stress.  

Thus, in Course au Lac Oneida, written in July 1831, the most descriptive, comprehensive and 

emotionally charged of the three texts, we are informed that it was not a coincidental visit, but a 

sort of sacred pilgrimage, a “pèlerinage sentimental” (Julien 62). Some years earlier, Tocqueville had 

read the novel Event at Lake Oneida (Erscheinungen am See Oneida) by the German writer Sophie 

von La Roche, published in 1798 (Jardin 123). That book described the adventures of a French 
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aristocrat émigré, who ended up along with his wife on a small, uninhabited island, in Lake Oneida 

after the outbreak of the Revolution of 1789:  

 

Many years before I had met with a book called ‘Voyage au Lac Oneida’. The author related that a 

young Frenchman and his wife, driven from their country by the storms of our first revolution, sought 

an asylum in one of the islands of the lake. There, separated from the whole world, far from the 

tempests of Europe and cast off by the society in which they were born, they lived for each other, and 

found mutual consolation in their misfortune. This book had left me a deep and lasting impression on 

my mind. Whether its effect on me were due to the talent of the author, to the real charm of the 

incidents, or to my youth, I cannot say; but the remembrance of the French couple on the Lake 

Oneida was never effaced from my memory. How often I had envied the peaceful joys of their 

solitude! Domestic bliss, the charms of conjugal union—even love—became mixed up in my mind 

with the image of the solitary island which my imagination had transformed into a new Eden. The 

story interested my companion. We often talked of it, and we every time ended by repeating, gaily or 

sadly—‘The only happiness in this world is on the Lake Oneida’. (Tocqueville, Visit to Lake Oneida 134)  

 

For Tocqueville and Beaumont the Frenchman’s Island was a priori identified with an idealized 

paradise and absolute bliss: “Imagination precedes the traveler. Adventurous people, wandering in a 

foreign country, have a strange sensation of déjà vu . . .” (Trépanier 120). According to Tocqueville’s 

saying, the two friends intended to gather as much information as possible about their French 

compatriot and his family. Nonetheless, a fisherman’s wife told them that although she had been 

living there for twenty years, she had not had the chance to actually meet the French family. She 

also disclosed to them, that the French woman had died there and that immediately after her death, 

her husband and their children had abandoned the island, known hence as “The Frenchman’s 

Island”. The two friends decided to explore the uninhabited island of Lake Oneida. Having opened 

with great difficulty a way through the dense vegetation, the two visitors looked for traces of the 

couple and the tomb of the Frenchman’s wife. In the wild landscape they discovered an apple tree, a 

vine and under a thick layer of leaves, some remnants of kitchenware. With a “pious sentiment” 

(Tocqueville, Visit to Lake Oneida 138) as Tocqueville himself calls it, he was looking for some sign to 

help him reconstruct and understand the life of these unknown people.  

The couple of French aristocratic émigrés represented for him the evicted and degenerated 

French noble class. He laments their misfortune, the curse of having to live on away from their 

country, condemned in a state of self-exile despite the paradisiac, yet quite inhospitable 

environment. In his journal, Tocqueville wonders about what might have happened to his 

compatriot. He is convinced that this man could not have been able to survive either in civilization or 

in the desert. He compares the Frenchman’s destiny with that of the proud and strong trees which 

are menaced by the axe of the American pioneers and the venue of civilization in the wilderness: 

“He is still erect, but he lives no longer” (Visit to Lake Oneida 138). This phrase is an insinuation, an 

indirect comment for each chased and marginalized French aristocrat, who tries to retain his poise 

after the July Monarchy in 1830. The Frenchman of Lake Oneida represents every self-exiled French 

aristocrat, who fled to America to escape from the socio-political violent changes in France.  

The legend of the French émigré is fictionally transferred to the short essay-journal, through 

which Tocqueville builds an image of an untouched, lost paradise and a twice exiled Adam. 

Nonetheless, this is not an aspect shared by Beaumont. His hero, Ludovic, who seeks a safe place for 

his beloved in order to protect her from the uncontrollable rage of the American society that 

prohibits marriage between white and colored people or between white and mixed race, will not 

seek shelter in Lake Oneida. The two lovers continue to head for the remote Saginaw village, the last 

civilized station in the American West. Beaumont in his book mentions Lake Oneida with no further 

reference regarding the “findings” he and Tocqueville discovered in the Frenchman’s Island. He 

proceeds to a cursory, quick and rather indifferent description, refusing to suggest this small exotic 

place as a fictional refuge for his two heroes. “No”, explains Ludovic, “The edges of the lake are 
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invaded by Europeans. There are no longer hospitable Indians but American inn keepers. Those inns 

are for the servants and the negroes” (Beaumont 173).  

Why did Beaumont reject it? In Tocqueville’s text, it is clearly stated that the two friends were 

linked by the joint fantasy of the specific island. They had both transformed the fictional landscape 

into an ideal destination of their personal utopia. It had been one of their secret motives for visiting 

America. There are two possible reasons for this reversal. One relates to information about the true 

condition of the Frenchman that may be intentionally concealed by Beaumont but also by 

Tocqueville. The second reason points to the anxiety of the two companions and of the French 

nobility regarding the political reformations in their country after the July Monarchy, mirrored in the 

ratio of imaginary-real recounting of facts.  

The reality of the life led by the Frenchman on Lake Oneida was completely different from the 

situation the two writers wanted to present or to believe in. This gentleman called La Croix de 

Wattines, arrived in America in 1791 with his wife and his two children. The family’s third child was 

born there. Leaving the island shortly after, the family crossed to the other shore and lived in the 

Dutch community, until the family inherited a large fortune and returned to France. De Wattines 

after all, was not a political émigré, but an adventurer, who had squandered thoughtlessly his 

fortune (Pierson 203). The son of the German writer Sophie de la Roche, who lived in America, had 

met or heard of this Frenchman and on his return he recounted the story to his mother, who then 

used it as subject of her book.  

 

A Structural Analysis of the Theme of Wandering and Exile in the Texts of Beaumont and 

Tocqueville. Fainting Aristocracy, Failed colonialism and the Strengthening of the Bonds with 

France 

In a cross-referenced reading and interpretation of the descriptions cited by the two friends, we 

realize that Tocqueville, excited by the romantic predilection of his era and eventually influenced by 

Chateaubriand, to whom he was a relative, distorts the truth in order to enhance the fantasy and the 

myth he had forged in his mind. On the other hand, Beaumont supplies a touch of indifference 

through literary descriptions which lack skillfulness and bring us closer to reality. Ludovic’s visit to 

the lake is hastily and blandly mentioned in a single paragraph, without provoking any enthusiasm in 

the reader. If someone is not familiar with Tocqueville’s essay and the extended quotation in 

Démocratie en Amérique, he may consider this small excerpt in Beaumont’s novel as one more of 

Ludovic’s frequently rambling, verbose, though indifferent, depictions. The true story of the 

Frenchman de Wattines and the real visit of the two companions in July 1831, are entangled, on the 

one hand with two fictional stories (that of Sophie von La Roche and that of Beaumont), and on the 

other with the two experiential testimonies of Tocqueville. The following scheme helps us picture 

the borders and the blending between fiction and reality. The horizontal classification represents 

real facts while vertical classification demonstrates the fictional ones. 

 

  FICTION  

  Sophie’s von La Roche 

romantic novel 

 

REALITY The fallen and wasteful 

French aristocrat Louis 

de Wattines, visits 

America and ends up in 

Lake Oneida, on the 

Frenchman’s Island by 

pure opportunism. 

 Tocqueville and 

Beaumont study 

America’s institutions 

and mores. They visit 

Lake Oneida out of pure 

romantic fantasies and 

will to explore the 

vestiges of their 

compatriot’s life. 

  Tocqueville’s romantic 

short essay Course au Lac 
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Oneida 

Beaumont’s anti-

romantic depiction of 

Lake Oneida in Marie 

 

The dual relations which are formed intensify the correlation between past and present, 

imaginary and lived experience, wishful thinking and actuality, regrets and aspirations. Although the 

presentation of indisputable and tangible facts follows a linear path of consecutive actions executed 

in a specifically defined time, the reader feels that the visit is a Fantasy or a dream. Fantasy and 

reality in this particular case are so mingled, that they create what literature calls a mise en abyme, 

meaning the progress of a story within a story in a way that they are practically mirrored. The 

parallel recounting of the same fact results in a multiple reflection effect, projected on the surface of 

the mirror of the American exoticism, as shown in the following table: the elements depicted 

regarding the relations developed between fictional and real persons reveal the centrality of the 

theme of exile and its multiple connotations. 

 

Relation between the 

heroes 

Reason of exile Place of exile The end of exile 

Fictional events 

 

Close friendship between 

Ludovic and the Nelson 

family. 

(pseudo siblings) 

Romantic passion 

Discovery of the American 

democracy 

City landscape Isolation and 

social death 

Marie’s and her brother’s 

George Negro ancestor. 

(siblings) 

Revelation of the secret 

about Marie’s and 

George’s origins 

City Landscape / 

Exoticism 

Isolation and 

death 

Parallel course of the 

couple Ludovic-Marie and 

the Indian tribes. 

(pseudo siblings) 

Forced relocation from 

their home 

Exoticism Isolation and 

death 

Couple of the self-exiled 

French aristocrats in 

America 

(siblings) 

Collapse of nobility in 

France 

Romantic passion for 

America 

Exoticism Isolation and 

death 

Revelation of Ludovic’s 

secret to an unknown 

romantic French visitor  

Disappointment regarding 

the American mores 

Exoticism Isolation and 

death 

Unknown romantic 

French visitor, convinced 

by Ludovic’s storytelling 

Disappointment regarding 

the American mores 

Exoticism Return to France 

True facts 

 

Couple of French 

opportunists, fallen 

aristocrats in America, 

(siblings) 

Interest in fortune and 

property acquisition 

Exoticism Return to France 

Close friendship, 

companionship and 

camaraderie between 

Beaumont and 

July Monarchy 

The will to study the 

American democracy 

City landscape and 

exoticism 

Return to France 
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Tocqueville (pseudo 

siblings) 

 

The horizontal reading of the elements presented above, depicts: 

 

A. An excessive and intense proximity / devotion / relation (parental, social, interracial, 

ethnic) 

B. Intense desires and feelings that complicate and prohibit coexistence 

C. Uprooting caused by the disclosure of a secret 

D. Transition to another state and death 

 

Reading the table vertically and based on the structural approach, we note: 

 

1. People linked by overrated kinship and relations proven by: 

The excessive importance attributed to Marie’s extremely remote parental relationship with a 

colored person, which ignites riots and violence; the parallel march of the hunted couple and 

Indians in the wild American desert; Tocqueville’s fantasy regarding the strong feelings of love 

and devotion between the French exiled couple; the indissoluble bonds of strong friendship and 

commitment between Beaumont and Tocqueville; the personal, confidential de profundis 

confession of Ludovic about his personal life to a stranger; the extremely deep effect of 

Ludovic’s confession on the unknown romantic visitor 

2. Overrated feelings and desires along with undervalued reason, leading to an abrupt, intentional 

or involuntary uprooting from the birthplace, due to romantic passion or social and political 

agitations. Ludovic, the unknown French visitor, de Wattines, Tocqueville and Beaumont, leave 

their country of their own will. On the contrary, Marie’s wandering is forced and involuntary, as 

it is for the Indians who are systematically relocated. At the same time the revelation, or fear of 

revelation of a secret constitutes a motive and a reason for fleeing from home. For example, 

Marie’s secret is related to her origin, as Beaumont and Tocqueville’s to their noble bloodline 

and political devotion to the Bourbon House. 

3. An underrated sense of indigeneity and feeling of belonging to a certain place, or community, 

a reduced survival capacity and impossibility of integration. Real or imaginary heroes pursuit of 

isolation in the wild nature that becomes at the same time a place of exile and asylum. 

Nonetheless they can neither be assimilated, nor survive in the American desert (The 

Frenchman’s Island, the Saginaw village, the wild woods). Therefore, the transition to another 

state conducts them to the edge or to death: for instance, the imaginary passage of the French 

couple to the lake and the island ends with the wife’s death and with the family’s break-up. The 

real passage of the French couple from Lake Oneida to France terminates the French presence in 

the area. Marie’s and George’s rejection by the American society and their passage to the 

sheltering, yet menacing desert concludes with Marie’s and George’s death and Ludovic’s 

withdrawal from civilization; Marie’s brother, George Nelson’s integration to the antislavery 

movement and his death during anti-slavery riots in the South; the fall of the Ancient Regime, of 

the aristocracy codes and traditions, the unstoppable venue of democracy, the constant 

removals of the Indians, doomed to annihilation by the Jacksonian government.  

4. Lack of descendants—racial purity: Exile and death exclude descendants and the continuation 

of the heroes’ generation. 

 

We ascertain the recurrent motifs we discerned in Chateaubriand’s romantic works, such as the 

prevalence of excessive kinship, personal, parental and social bonds, linked to overstated feelings, 

decreased rationality, and a weak sense of community, of belonging and identification, in 

America’s society and exotic environment, resulting in an end and physical, social or symbolic death.  
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Conclusion 

The structural analysis discussed above regarding Chateaubriand’s works, reveals that either 

forced or intentional exile is a constant reminiscence, a callout for return and a confirmation for the 

attachment and love for one’s country. Leaving is only connected to afflictions and estrangement 

from self and social unity. The redundant elements denote the fact that although there are no 

political references in the three aforementioned novels of Chateaubriand, the text contains implicit 

political jibes and a particular political aspect regarding the historical events. The intense 

uncontrollable feelings, the dislocation of so many people and the disappearance of a whole tribe 

(the Natchez) and René, the last of the nobles, reflect the fratricide and insatiable passions of the 

French Revolution and the decline and disappearance of the privileged classes (Nobles-Clergy), who 

resented the abolition of their titles and fortune claimed by the bourgeoisie and the lower class. 

Through the taboo of interracial marriages, Chateaubriand obliquely denounces the misuse of the 

word fraternité (fraternity) that resulted in the violent transformation of France’s class stratification, 

the creation of overstated and unilaterally leveling social relations, the abuse of equality and 

freedom and the brutal overthrow of nobles and clergy. For Chateaubriand, all these elements led to 

the abolishment of the French traditions and values and to the degradation of the links to the land of 

the fathers. 

Chateaubriand deplores the fact that during the French Revolution and the Terror, the class 

mingling was arbitrarily encouraged or even imposed. According to the relevant bibliography, class 

mixture before the French Revolution had been by all means prohibited. Burke, in Reflections on the 

Revolution in France and Tocqueville in The Old Regime and the Revolution (L’ Ancient Régime et la 

Révolution), confirm the introvert and almost “autistic” stance of the privileged aristocracy toward 

the other social groups in France, a position that led to the final breach not only in the nobility and 

the clergy, but also in the Monarchy that protected them. This is also confirmed in the Persian 

Letters (Lettres Persanes) by Montesquieu, who states that: “In France there are three kinds of 

states: the church, the sword and the robe. Each has a sovereign contempt for the other two” (97). 

The three classes had absolutely no contact between them.  

The abolished privileges along with the massive execution of people belonging to the social elite 

in France, led many of them to a brutal uprooting and the search for a refuge in other countries. 

However, this uprooting, the abandoning of the homeland was, for Chateaubriand, another form of 

death. The only place offering security and alleviation was the natural world that he found in the 

vast, pristine areas of America. Chateaubriand tried to reconstitute the decayed and chaste, pure 

nobility in the American exoticism. He also imposed the “natural” laws of prohibition and 

punishment of incest and the impossibility of social, cultural, religious, ethnic and racial 

intermixture. French people in his novel cannot mix with natives. Different classes (nobles, 

bourgeois, humble destitutes, but also Indians), conflicting religions (Catholicism, Protestantism, 

paganism) and distinct civilizations (French, American, Indian) cannot coexist. America was not the 

ideal place to integrate the romantics or the hunted French nobles, who along with the noble 

savages gradually melted away and vanished. Nor was it a place where the French immigrants, 

nobles or émigrés could be allowed to reproduce themselves by coupling with native people. 

This is also confirmed by Tocqueville and Beaumont through their interconnected writings in 

which Chateaubriand’s novels are almost mirrored. The story about the Frenchman’s Island (real and 

imaginary) and the visit of the heroes (imaginary and real) are closely related to the theme of exile, 

the departure from Eden (old and new) as indicated by the almost destroyed apple tree that the two 

friends discover in the unruly and unwelcoming vegetation of the deserted island (Grudzinska 109-

110). Everything denotes an imperfect paradise, an evanescent French colonization, the vanishing of 

French culture. In fact, what is implicitly reflected is the story of the failed colonial policy of France in 

America that resulted in the lack of reproduction and survival of the French nobility there, as shown 

symbolically through the ruins, the death of the Frenchman’s wife and the disappearance of their 

descendants. Beaumont does not wish to seek shelter for his heroes in a doomed paradise and 
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therefore changes their course leading them further west. Ultimately, the American desert and 

exoticism is proved not to be an ideal destination for the French people, but a point of departure 

and perpetuating exile. An exile that only stresses the importance of France.  

Chateaubriand through his romantic, but in reality aristocratic novels, develops his political and 

social beliefs that reflect the nostalgia for the status quo under the Ancient Regime. Tocqueville and 

Beaumont on the other hand, are in reality not novel writers, but social and political analysts. They 

resort to such romantic techniques as to easily and smoothly transmit the results of their research 

regarding the institutions, the mores and the society in the American democracy, to a broader public 

of different backgrounds. Weberians before Weber, they observe, record, analyze and try to 

comprehend, presenting their findings explicitly, without displaying any particular literary talent. 

During the period these five books were written, the historic, political and social events in France led 

to the fall of aristocracy and of the Bourbon’s royal family supporters, who were not only expelled by 

the newly transformed society, but also accused of abuse and tyranny. It becomes, therefore, 

imperative for the French surviving nobility to redefine its social identity and its geographical space, 

as they become a persecuted diaspora. Inasmuch as this is impossible in their country, the three 

writers seek refuge in the real and fictionally constructed American desert. Isolation and the ensuing 

social and physical death of all the heroes involved are a mere description of the French people’s 

failure to connect with the American soil and their incapacity to integrate into the American society.  

For Chateaubriand and Beaumont, the fall of the romantic hero and his loved ones is related 

symbolically and realistically to the degeneration of the noble savage and the French aristocrats. The 

Natchez are decimated and end up wandering from one place to another, bearing their ancestors’ 

bones as a reminiscence and trace of their own homeland. Everything announces the failure of 

French colonialism in the New World. Romantic, opportunist, deported, expatriate, degraded, 

ambitious, it is for all impossible to take root, prosper and be reproduced. While the disgruntled 

romantic hero seeks a hideaway in the New Eden, he finally fails to bond mentally, physically, 

symbolically and substantially with his new homeland. Exile, by choice or by force, does not alienate 

French people from their country. On the contrary, it strengthens even more their sense of 

belonging to a great and glorious France. The wandering of the romantic hero in America is an 

experience of disillusionment, disenchantment and demystification that leads him back to the safety 

of his homeland, to which he is organically attached. 
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