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Marcel Monnier’s Portrayal of Hawaiians  
in Un printemps sur le Pacifique

marla arbach

The travelogue Un printemps sur le Pacifique relates a voyage to the 
Hawaiian Islands undertaken in 1884 by French globetrotter Mar-
cel Monnier (1853–1918), who would later publish accounts of his 
 voyages to South America, Africa, and Asia.1 The 269-page book, 
published by Plon in 1885, consists of sixteen chapters that cover the 
author’s time on O‘ahu and on Hawai‘i Island in an approximately 
even split, accompanied by sixteen woodcuts by Ernest Martin-Chablis 
and a special map of the regions visited. Narrated in the first person, 
like all good travelogues, the text claims to be a true account of the 
author’s adventures, although he also inserts some items of a differ-
ent nature: two recipes, for example, and a legend (that of Kaala, the 
“Flower of Lanai”, which he claims to have translated faithfully from 
an English transcription of an oral performance). A second edition 
of the book, published in 1888, is identical to the first edition except 
for a four-page note appended to the text, dated November 1887, in 
which the author takes advantage of an unexpected layover in Hono-
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lulu to comment on the “progressive transformations of political and 
social life under the influence of the White race,”2 briefly discuss-
ing the labor situation and the Bayonet Constitution and reiterating 
the strategic importance of Hawai‘i’s location at the halfway point 
between America and Asia.3 The book has not been reissued since 
1888 and there is no evidence that it was ever translated into any 
other language. This article, which is part of a larger research project 
on Hawai‘i and Hawaiians in nineteenth-century French literature, 
will look at the way Monnier portrays Hawaiians in his text.

In the first chapter of the book, the narrator explains how he 
decided to take a trip to Hawai‘i: while touring California, he and his 
companion had often considered visiting one of the Pacific archipela-
gos. Stuck in San Francisco during the winter, unable to venture very 
far from the city due to bad weather conditions, they found them-
selves at the house of an unnamed friend who had recently made the 
trip to Hawai‘i, who

would not stop talking about the incomparable vegetation of the 
islands, about the strangeness of the jolly and childlike population clad 
in flowers and foliage. And as he evokes the splendors of Polynesia, the 
rain beats against the windowpanes, a shrill wind howls on the street-
corners, and at our feet, on Sutter Street, passersby quicken their steps 
under the downpour, ducking their heads with an air of gloomy resig-
nation. Well, then, all right, let’s go to Oceania; it’s so close!”4

And so they embarked on a month-long trip to the Hawaiian Islands 
that would take them to various locations on O‘ahu, including Hono-
lulu Harbor, Chinatown, Punchbowl Crater, Nu‘uanu Pali, Waikīkī, 
‘Iolani Palace, Saint Louis and Punahou Schools, Waimā nalo, Mauna 
‘Ala, Queen Emma Summer Palace, and Ah Fong’s Garden. (At least, 
all these locations are featured in the book; it is possible that the 
author and his companion did not visit them all, but rather, included 
hearsay descriptions of some of them.) After visiting O‘ahu, they 
boarded the steamer Kinau, whose route took them past Molo ka‘i, 
where they stopped at the Kalawao settlement, and then past Maui, 
where they visited Lāhainā, Mā‘alaea, and Makawao, where they 
trekked up Haleakalā. Their first port of call on Hawai‘i Island was 
at Kawaihae, where the narrator describes “a curious vestige of pagan 
times,”5 a heiau (possibly Pu‘ukoholā) located nearby; they visited 
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Kealakekua, then returned to Kawaihae and continued around the 
Kohala Coast and down the Hāmākua Coast to Hilo Bay. After visit-
ing Hilo town and Waiānuenue Falls, they trekked to Kīlauea, then 
returned via Waipi‘o Valley and Waimea to catch the steamer back to 
O‘ahu. There, they attended the opening of the legislature and spent 
their final evening at the French Consulate on Beretania Street before 
returning to San Francisco.

The narrator never tells the reader who accompanied him on his 
trip to Hawai‘i. However, he often uses the first person plural, indi-
cating that he had at least one travel companion, and in chapter 
twelve he mentions the time his companion was almost killed when 
they ventured into a tide pool they mistook for a safe swimming area. 
Monnier’s other books from the same publisher indicate that the 
illustrations were based on sketches and/or photographs taken by 
the author, so by extension, it is unlikely that the book’s illustrator, 
Ernest Martin-Chablis, accompanied him to Hawai‘i. Searching for 
references to Monnier’s trip in the Hawaiian newspapers available 
online on the Chronicling America site returned three results. The Daily 
Bulletin reported Monnier’s arrival and that of a Paul d’Arbarede on 
the Mariposa on April 8, 1884 and also reported their departure on 
the Alameda on May 1 of that year (mistakenly referring to Monnier as 
“Mrs. Monnier”). On May 10, the Saturday Press devoted a few lines to 
them under the heading “Local Items”: 

Marcel Monnier and Paul d’Auberacle, two young Parisian Barons, 
were quartered at the Hawaiian Hotel until last Tuesday, when they left 
on the Alameda. They had been six months in arriving thus far on their 
circuit of the globe. They were surprised to see the high state of civiliza-
tion in Honolulu. They visited with great interest the several isles of the 
group, and especially the volcano, craters and lava beds. One day last 
week, Father Sylvester of St. Louis College went out for a ride with these 
gentlemen to Diamond Head and other points of interest near the city.

I have been unable to find any further information on Monnier’s 
travel companion.

Monnier’s book was received very positively in Europe by both a 
scholarly and a general audience and it was awarded the Montyon 
prize by the Académie française in 1888. The newspaper Gil Blas praises 
the author’s “brilliant style” and “talent in piquing readers’ interest” 
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in the Hawaiian people, whom it calls “curiosities by virtue of their 
particularly original customs that are almost unknown in France.”6 
The Bibliothèque universelle et revue suisse also praises Monnier’s nar-
rative style and his ability to engage readers, concluding that “After 
such an appealing voyage, we close the book enchanted by its tour 
guide and leave dreaming of vacations and big bags of money that 
would allow us to go enjoy the charms of delicious Hawai‘i.”7 Though 
the French literature reviewer from the British publication Saturday 
Review of Politics, Literature, Science and Art does criticize Monnier for 
beginning the book “in that mingled key of elaborate jest and highly 
ornate description which too many travel-writers of all countries, and 
too many French travel-writers especially, are accustomed to affect,”8 
he concludes that overall, he is “a writer of sense and good taste”9 
and that despite the lack of originality of the subject matter, the book 
“deserves to be very well spoken of.”10 Reviewers continued to praise 
Monnier’s skill as a writer years after the book’s publication: speaking 
to its members in 1893, before a scheduled lecture by Monnier, the 
Secretary General of the Société de géographie de Toulouse, Stanislas Gué-
not, summarized the book and offered his opinion that

in it, we find, like in all the other studies by the same author, a serene 
impartiality, a remarkable perspective, a conscientious search for the 
truth and that calm, measured tone, as removed from systematic deni-
gration as from enthusiastic admiration, that inspires confidence. In a 
light and spiritual form, the author has done the job of a historian and 
his work is worthy of consideration by all who are interested in the great 
questions of human psychology, in the evolution of races and in the 
expansion that is necessary.11

Many of the reviews praise the book for its level of detail and factual 
correctness. Dr. E.-T. Hamy, director of the Revue d’ethnographie, states 
that “throughout his tale, Mr. Monnier has outlined the most distinct 
traits of contemporary Hawaiians’ physiognomy and good illustrations 
add to the exactitude of his descriptions.”12 The newspaper Le Rappel 
highlights Monnier’s description of Hawaiian volcanoes as a point of 
great interest, noting that “What the author says about them would 
in itself be reason to seek out his book, which is also noteworthy for 
the details it gives of local customs.”13 The book inspired a detailed 
response from Henri Jouan (1821–1907), a former captain in the 
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French Navy, who had carved out a distinguished intellectual career 
by publishing scholarly works on the places and cultures visited dur-
ing his naval career, including a hundred-page report on the Sandwich 
Islands (1873).14 In his response to Monnier’s book, titled “The Hawai-
ian Islands and Travellers’ Errors,”15 Jouan corrects “the few inaccura-
cies that we find in his book, [which] do not detract at all from its 
overall value for a general audience,” with the motive “that this might 
inspire [the author] to put out a new edition without these little blem-
ishes that mar the first edition in the eyes of specialists.”16 As we have 
seen above, Monnier did not correct the errors, doubtless satisfied with 
Jouan’s overall impression of the book: he, like all the other reviewers, 
concludes that “this volume, full of details and facts presented most 
faithfully, at the same time full of humor, very easy to read, thanks to 
the way in which it is written, has all it needs to please the reader.”17

One interesting aspect of the many positive reviews of Monnier’s 
book is the way they retransmit the author’s patronizing attitude 
toward the Hawaiian people with no indication that they challenged 
it. The Société de géographie commerciale de Bordeaux explains some of the 
natural phenomena and customs featured in the book: “What struck 
Mr. Monnier and what he describes with a great deal of charm are the 
natural beauty of the Hawaiian archipelago, the eternal springtime, 
the perpetual flowers covering the ground and the people, the virgin 
forest and the great craters; it is also the gentle customs of the natives, 
their affability, their childish indolence and simple pleasures.”18 The 
Société de géographie de Lyon opines that the author is skilled at persuad-
ing the reader of the “irresistible charm”19 of Hawai‘i, including the 
fact that “Time, for the natives, is spent singing and braiding garlands 
out of the flowers that bloom on all sides there. Hawaiians are a race 
of children who are happy with their lot; it is the sun, which always 
shines down generously on them, that produces this miracle.”20 

Although Hawaiians then and now might take pride in their cul-
tural traditions like mele and lei, and in some of the characteristics 
the French ascribed to them, like their friendliness and their love of 
the simple life, the language used in these reviews suggests that Mon-
nier displayed a colonial attitude toward Hawaiians and that his read-
ers accepted without hesitation a portrait of the Hawaiian people that 
reinforced that attitude. Let us now turn to some examples from the 
text to confirm this hypothesis.
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What are the first impressions the author gives us of the Hawai-
ian people? Aside from the passage quoted above, in which he para-
phrases his host’s comments about Hawai‘i and its people, he does 
not even mention them until the end of the second chapter, although 
in the first two, he discusses the history of Chinese immigration to 
the United States and Hawai‘i and expresses a fairly harsh opinion of 
Chinese people’s character (an opinion shared by many Westerners 
at the time). As the Mariposa arrives in Honolulu, the narrator com-
ments on the presence of “colorful crowds, composed of residents 
of European origin and of natives” and highlights in particular the 
“feminine element [which] dominated, in all its finery. Very simple 
attire: a long dress, with no waist, which in common terms we would 
call a chemise, of pink, white, blue, or jet black cloth, and a large 
straw hat adorned with flowers; around their necks, a necklace, like-
wise of flowers, hanging on their chest in a triple loop.”21 After a 
detailed description of these lei, he summarizes his attitude about 
Hawaiian women’s beauty, which we will find in many chapters of 
the book: “it is impossible to render the appearance and air of these 
figurines with skin of pale gold, not at all beautiful, of course, in the 
strict sense of the word, but possessing a boundless, lithe and sinu-
ous charm.”22

Later in the book, the narrator devotes a page to describing Hawai-
ian women’s recreation at the bay where the Wailuku river feeds into 
the ocean: “A narrow platform reached by climbing up on the rough 
spots of the wet rockface is the meeting place of the intrepid lady 
divers. They settle in there with provisions for the day, calabashes of 
poi, and flowers. They rest there between dips.”23 Hawaiian women 
are, therefore, good athletes, a fact confirmed by the narrator when 
he praises their abilities as equestrians. He does, however, employ a 
somewhat condescending tone when he introduces the subject of rid-
ing: “Hawaiians love riding: in this passion we can see some of the 
appreciative curiosity their ancestors felt when they saw the first speci-
men of a horse imported by English sailors.”24

In his description of the horsewomen, he calls them “intrepid” 
again and says that they ride “proudly” and that they “guide [their 
mounts] with a completely masculine energy.”25 But in the same 
breath, he champions European ideals of beauty when he criticizes 
the women’s physical appearance with some disdain:
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I will just come right out and say it. Hawaiian women, except those 
who are barely past childhood, are not at all pretty. Developed at a very 
early age, around age twelve, they have the grace and agility of young 
cats, a dark complexion, a bit like copper, ebony hair, long, but not very 
silky, brilliant white teeth, a sensual mouth, a bit big, splendid eyes. Past 
that age, they quickly degenerate into a stoutness that their loose-fitting 
clothing only exaggerates. On the other hand, their obesity does not 
hamper their agility and their dexterity, and I estimate that many of the 
most spirited riders might weigh a hundred kilograms, or nearly, not 
counting their clothing and their heavy garlands of flowers.26

If that is what he thought of Hawaiian women, how did he portray 
Hawaiian men? He does not mention them often in the text. When he 
describes the women’s physical activity, he also describes the men’s: 
surfing, which requires “uncommon strength and agility.”27 But he 
shows little admiration for Hawaiian men aside from their athletic 
prowess. When he is trekking to Kīlauea, the narrator explains his 
preparations thus:

in order to preserve our freedom of movement and the possibility of 
pressing on if necessary, we have decided not to bring a native with us. 
The natives are in general poorly mounted, the sworn enemies of long 
marches, and will never hesitate between making an effort to shake off 
their natural indolence or dealing with the nuisance of sleeping under 
the stars: very few speak or understand English; however, they will pause 
interminably at each hut, without a care for the time, a notion that 
eludes them, and will be a perpetual cause of delays. What do we need 
with an escort? The countryside is safe. Aside from wild dogs and jack-
als, there are no wild beasts hiding in the forests. And were it other-
wise, without fail, the guide would disappear to take cover at the critical 
moment. Everyone agrees that the best thing is to count on no one but 
oneself and one’s horse.28

The difference in genres notwithstanding, it is interesting to compare 
this opinion of Hawaiians to the one we find in the novel Ella Wilson by 
Charles de Varigny,29 one of the few longer works of French literature 
from the late nineteenth century to treat a Hawaiian subject in depth. 
In the novel, which I have discussed in another paper,30 the main 
 character arrives from Britain to oversee his uncle’s Hawai‘i Island 
plantation with the support of “a native servant, Liho, whom he hand-
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picked from among the many natives employed on the plantation.”31 
Liho is characterized repeatedly as a faithful servant to his superior 
European master, which, we can assume, was intended to support the 
author’s colonial worldview. But due to the dynamic between the ser-
vant, his master, and another white character (the pretender), this 
worldview is subtly undercut, white men’s superiority is called into 
question, and the Hawaiian character leaves perhaps the most positive 
impression of all. Despite the fact that he is presented as an excep-
tional member of his people, he is described as knowledgeable and 
honorable, effective and perceptive, qualities that are completely at 
odds with Monnier’s opinion of Hawaiian men.

We might ask ourselves where this disdainful attitude toward Hawai-
ians comes from, particularly since Monnier rarely mentions having 
had contact with any during his time visiting the islands. With few 
exceptions, all the people he mentions visiting are whites. He gives a 
favorable account of a two-day visit to John Adams Cummins’ planta-
tion at Waimānalo, but describes Cummins’ hapa family in the most 
negative terms: 

They presented us to the rest of the family and to its head, a handsome 
old man of eighty-four years, of Scottish origin. His mind is no longer 
very sharp, but he is pampered in the most touching way by his copper-
skinned grandchildren and great-grandchildren, and what a strange 
spectacle it is to see this grandfather, this white man, witnessing the 
inexorable and rapid degeneration of his race.32 

On another occasion, he describes a visit to an unnamed hapa fam-
ily and spends almost the entire three pages he devotes to the visit 
making fun of the husband for having multiple wives, offering this 
friendly piece of advice to the reader in a mocking tone: “If, by chance, 
you are invited to one of their houses, under no circumstances should 
you be overly surprised if the hard-working housewife presiding over 
the evening meal is not the same one who did the honors earlier that 
day at lunch.”33

Once, while they are trekking on Hawai‘i Island, Monnier and his 
companion are obliged to spend the night as the guests of a Hawaiian 
who recently converted to Christianity. The narrator complains about 
the communication difficulties, because their host does not speak 
English, and about the traditional food he offers them. (It is not the 
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only time he complains about Hawaiian food: when he gives a recipe 
for poi, he calls it “atrocious!”)34 He acknowledges the “scrupulous 
cleanliness”35 of the bedroom, but evokes his host’s poverty when he 
recounts having glimpsed him

saying his prayers with all the fervor of a neophyte. What can he have 
to thank God for, this naked savage, destitute, who lives off roots and 
rotten fish, captive, he and his brood, between the gloomy forest and 
the dreary ocean? His hut trembles bombarded by the wind, flattened 
by the downpour; the howling sea charges the rocks, ready to sweep 
away the shack and those inside it; spared today, perhaps tomorrow a 
great gust will carry it away like a dead branch. He prays, nonetheless, 
and with all his soul, in a naive ecstasy that probably mixes a fear of the 
ancient gods of the sea and fire with a confused vision of Calvary.36

Here Monnier uses one of the strategies I have found common in 
representations of Hawaiians in nineteenth-century French literature: 
an effort to discredit Hawaiians through constant references to Hawai-
ian traditions, such as references to Hawaiian gods, to human sacri-
fice, even to cannibalism, via the inescapable reference to Captain 
Cook in every text about Hawai‘i. Only once does Monnier appear to 
present a Hawaiian tradition in a positive way, when he describes the 
practice of holding a vigil for the dying: 

It seems that a particular and rarely lacking instinct alerts the savage 
of danger threatening one of his own. . . . As soon as a native is about 
to die, his relatives, his friends, and his friends’ friends rush over, form 
a circle around the hut, and launch into the prayer for the dying, the 
Anaana, which, in their minds, must hasten the flight of the ailing 
soul.37 

Even in a positive description, the author cannot help but use vocabu-
lary with negative connotations (savage, instinct), which evokes super-
stition and discredits Hawaiian cultural traditions.

The king himself is not safe from the author’s criticism. The first 
mention of the monarch is not openly critical, but it suggests that he 
might have some dubious habits: “The current sovereign, Kalākaua, is 
a civilized prince, educated, who speaks English well and who dresses, 
in public at least, in the European fashion.”38 This suggestion, that the 
king tolerates wearing clothing in public, but that in private he pre-
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fers to walk around naked, comes back later in the book39 and seems 
to have been a favorite subject of French satirists when they wrote 
about exotic princes.40

Here is Monnier’s general opinion of the Hawaiian monarch: “His 
curiosity, like that of all his subjects, is always awakened: it is the same 
sociable nature, the same taste for friendly chatter, the need to see 
and be seen, a great good nature combined with a no less great love of 
finery and gallantry.”41 This is not a very harsh description; Kalākaua’s 
reputation as a bon vivant was widespread, earning him the nickname 
“Merrie Monarch.” However, Monnier devotes pages to describing the 
king’s hobbies, while mentioning very seldom his political activities, 
a strategy that reinforces his attitude that the quaint little Hawaiians 
are just playing at government. And he uses the theme of superstition 
once again to ridicule the king for preferring the Royal Bungalow 
(Hale ‘Ākala) to ‘Iolani Palace: 

His Majesty will not enter, for one incontrovertible reason. It is not 
enough to possess a gorgeous, brand spanking new palace; one must 
also be assured of being able to sleep in it safe from unwelcome night-
mares and evil spirits. Well, the Hawaiian monarch is completely lack-
ing in that assurance. Worse than that! He has been shown, loudly and 
clearly, that he can never rest, not for a single night, under that roof, 
on pain of imminent catastrophe. The palace is haunted, mysterious, 
bad in every way, steeped in murderous influences. Doesn’t that sound 
like gloom and doom? Never mind! . . . It is futile to rebel: doubt is not 
allowed. The thing is certain. The sorcerers have declared it.42

On the whole, Monnier’s description of the king is not as critical 
as some that I have studied in another paper on the representations 
of the Hawaiian monarchy in nineteenth-century French newspa-
pers,43 nor are his descriptions of the Hawaiian people as harsh as his 
description of the natives of Guinea, about whom he had this to say:

If only the population had any attraction whatsoever. But there is noth-
ing more disappointing than this black exoticism. They have no distinc-
tive physiognomy. No originality, no standout characteristics in their 
customs or character, not even a shade of personality, of any type of 
industry, of development in the ordinary activities of life. No fettle, no 
charm, no color.44
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Nevertheless, despite the fact that he does not criticize King Kalākaua 
as severely as he does the natives he encounters on his voyage to 
Africa, the author does not seem to make any effort whatsoever to 
overcome stereotypes in order to offer an impartial opinion of the 
monarch, and that holds true for all the descriptions of the Hawaiian 
people in the book.

We must conclude that by his disdainful and patronizing tone, and 
the way he makes an effort to attenuate any praise he gives Hawai-
ians through references to their superstition, Monnier does nothing 
but transmit stereotypes about colonized people in his descriptions 
of Hawaiians. Hawaiians are not to be taken seriously, because “The 
main concern of their existence is pleasure in all its forms; this savage 
is deeply convinced that he was created and brought into the world 
solely to eat, sleep, chat, and sing, swim in the ocean and assemble 
clever garlands of flowers.”45

Notes

An early version of this paper was presented (in French) at the Rocky Mountain 
Modern Language Association Annual Convention, Santa Fe, NM, October 8, 
2015.
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