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ABSTRACT

This essay explores the significance of weather in two travel
classics in relation to the ambivalence of imperial encounters and
authority in European travel wiiting during the heyday of
imperialism. Alexander von Humboldt's Personal Narrative of a
Journey to the Equinoctial Regions of the New Continent
(1814-1829) and Mary Kingsley's Travels in West Africa (1897) are
examined in turn. With respect to the former, I examine Humboldt's
ambivalent attitude toward colonialism as exemplified by his
unequal treatment of the Creole settlers and the natives in Spanish
America. | argue that the author's descriptions of the unwelcoming
climate and of his own personal frustrations during the renowned
5-year scientific expedition do not really amount to a critique of
empire. With Kingsley, | highlight the conflicts between what Sara
Mills calls “colonial” and “feminine” discourses in her travel writing,
conflicts which indicate her much more profound imperial
ambivalence. | try to deepen Mills’ analysis with a keen eye for the
depiction of weather conditions in Travels. As the representation of
weather often involves landscape descriptions, where necessary |
try to account for the ideological implications of the landscape
“aesthetics” in these two 19™-century travelogues about the “torrid
zones.”
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The ambivalence of author-ity in the context of “imperial
encounters” 1s a major concern of contemporary travel writing
scholarship. ' In some European women’s travelogues about the
exploration of “uncivilized” places during the heyday of imperialism,
one finds the adoption of a “masculine” tradition of adventure and
discovery, characterized by a heroic style, a patronizing, if not
supremacist, attitude toward the natives and an impulse toward
“ownership, mastery or possession of the land,” to use K. Schaffer’s
words (80).2 At the same time, in these texts there is the simultaneous
presence of “feminine” discourses marked by such features as humility,
self-deprecating humor, and a much greater sympathy for the
indigenous people or deeper empathy for the land, undermining the
aggressive “masculine” voice or “imperialist” style, as Sara Mills has
ably demonstrated in her book Discourses of Difference.’ What makes
these travel books particularly interesting to me is precisely such
contradictions, discrepancies or unevennesses. In this paper I wish to
investigate the functioning of weather in two 19"-century travel
classics, especially the problem of how it might be linked to the theme
of imperial ambivalence.? Insofar as the treatment of weather is often
closely related to landscape descriptions, where necessary 1 will
explain the ideological significance of the relevant aesthetics.

I have chosen two representative works for my study, namely,
Alexander von Humboldt’s Personal Narrative of a Journey to the
Equinoctial Regions of the New Continen! (1814-1829) and Mary
Kingsley’s Travels in West Afvica (1897).° Humboldt’s masterpiece is
arguably one of the last great “integrated” travel books, combining
personal narratives which stress human interactions and aesthetic



Weather, Acsthetics and Imperial Ambivalence in Two Nineteenth Century 89
Travelogues about the “Torrid Zones”

experience with objective data and specialized scientific accounts, the
product of an erudite naturalist (1.eask 282).° Humboldt’s heroic image
as an indefatigable scientific traveler has been consolidated by famous
critics like Mary Louise Pratt. Attending to how Humboldt deals with
the weather in Personal Narrative, I wish to highlight his occasional
“unheroic” moments. I will argue that Humboldt’s text, unlike many
works in the “masculine” tradition of adventure and discovery, clearly
shows some signs of imperial ambivalence. In fact, such ambivalence is
by no means restricted to women travelers, nor must it exhibit the kind
of “feminine” features studied by Mills.” I have chosen Kingsley’s
Travels in West Africa as the second text for my study not only because
Kingsley was the best known Victorian “lady-traveler” but because her
book most visibly demonstrates what Mills calls the “contradictory
clashes” of “colonial” and “feminine” discourses in women's travel
writing.? I wish to further develop Mills’ analysis with an eye to the
descriptions of the landscape and weather conditions. Instead of
searching for a common structure, I will explore how weather might
figure differently in these two travelogues of and about the “torrid
zones.”

Let me begin with Humboldt, arguably the greatest German
naturalist and explorer, who traveled to the Spanish colonies of tropical
America on a five-year scientific expedition between 1799 and 1804.
Humboldt published his encyclopedic findings in 30 volumes;
Personal Narrative is the only full-length travelogue in his prodigious
oeuvre. According to Pratt’s renowned study Imperial Eyes, Humboldt
has remarkably put forth a new discourse which fuses the “specificity
of science with the esthetics of the sublime” (Pratt 121), “reinventing”
a “New Continent” of primal, Edenic nature, “as if three centuries of
European colonization had never happened or made no difference”
(126-27). In spite of his “planetary consciousness” which aspires to
objectivity and his sympathy for the independence movements in Latin
America, Humboldt’s Personal Narrative “naturalizes colonial
relations and racial hierarchy” (Pratt 130). Based primarily on her
analysis of Views of Nature, Prait argues that Humboldt’s scientific
language—technical, analytical, and statistical-—coexists with what he
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himself calls “the esthetic mode of treating subjects of natural
history . . . filled with drama, struggle, and a certain sensuality,”
demonstrating the dynamic harmony of a wild nature animated by
occult forces (qtd. in Pratt 121). Humboldt’s Spanish America is most
dramatically represented by “superabundant tropical forests (the
Amazon and the Orinoco), snow-capped mountains (the Andean
Cordillera and the volcanoes of Mexico), and vast interior plains (the
Venezuelan llanos and the Argentine pampas)” (Pratt 125). As with
scientific travel writing in general, there is the “erasure of the human”;
yet, Pratt continues, we have in this text “a landscape imbued with
social fantasies-of harmony, industry, liberty, unalienated joie de
vivr—all projected onto the non-human world” (125), a landscape where
the natives, colonizers and their interactions with the traveler are
obliterated. Framed by the spiritualist acsthetics of Romanticism,
nature has become “a spectacle capable of overwhelming human
knowledge and understanding” but, paradoxically, in order to achieve
this dramatic portrait the European observer-narrator must assume a
“godlike, omniscient” stance vis-a-vis “both the planet and his reader”
(Pratt 124).

[ shall not object to this now-standard reading of Humboldt with
respect to Views of Nature and some other primarily non-narrative
works. Confining myself to Humboldt’s Personal Narrative, however,
[ find that nature has not been invariably “romanticized” as such. Nor is
the usual claim about the “erasure of the human” and the all-powerful
“seeing man” entirely valid here. Instead of dwelling on Humboldt’s
aesthetics of the sublime, my reading will focus on the much more
displeasing side of nature, especially in relation to unfriendly climatic
conditions, Obsessed with Humboldt’s valorization of the “New
World” landscapes, critics like Pratt and Nigel Leask have
unfortunately ignored a contrary tendency noticeable in his text.
Humboldt, in fact, has complained bitterly about the “monotony” of the
pallid llanos and pampas of South America, for in his own words
“these steppes [are] imposing, sad and oppressive”; this is a place
where “everything appears motionless” (Humboldt 162). “During the
rainy season they appear beautifully green, but in the dry season,” he



Weather, Aesthetics and Imperial Ambivalence in Two Nineteenth Century 91
Travelogues about the “Torrid Zones”

grumbles, “they look more like deserts” (162). “The grass dries out and
turns to dust; the ground cracks, crocodiles and snakes bury themselves
in the dried mud waiting for the first rains of spring to wake them from
prolonged lethargy™ (162-63). As for rivers, they “have only a slight,
often imperceptible fall. When the wind blows, or the Orinoco floods,
the rivers disemboguing in it are pushed backward” (163). Obviously,
this wild nature is not always inspiring, nurturing or harmonious; it is
not ¢xactly hospitable to man or favorable to the growth of civilization.
We get this striking portrait of the Cumana plain:

The arid plain of Camana provides an extraordinary phenomenon
after Violent rainstorms. After being drenched with rain the earth is
heated by the sun and gives off that musky smell common to many
different tropical animals like the jaguar, the small tiger-cat, the
capybara (Cavia capybara), the gallinazo vulture (Vultur aura),
the crocodile, viper and rattlesnake. These gases seem to emanate
from mould containing innumerable reptiles, worms and insect
remains. | have seen Indian children from the Chaima (ribe pick out
18-inch millipedes from the earth and eat them. (Humboldt 55)

In short, Humboldt’s descriptions of the “torrid zone” of South
America in Personal Narrative are characterized by the contrast
between extremes and a sense of instability or precariousness. When
there is no rain, the plain will remain very dry. Then the rain may come
suddeniy in the form of violent rainstorms, when humans and animais
have to hide but the plants will start to grow wonderfully. After these
heavy downpours, the scorching sun reappears and we have that
curious “musky smell,” surely not a fit object of aesthetic
contemplation because of the dreadful warning associated with it (the
presence of deadly animals and reptiles), that is, because of its filth and
sense of death (reptiles, worms and insect remains). The image of
mdigenous children devouring alive huge millipedes emerging from
the earth is based on “objective” observation, no matter how barbarous
and disgusting it may be to readers.

Again and again Humboldt stresses that “despite the apparent
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sterility [during the drought], the land is extremely productive
wherever heat and humidity meet” (55). In the torrid zone, he contends,
the “frequent and prolonged rainy season, and the extraordinary
opulence of the vegetation are advantages outweighed by a climate
dangerous for whites,” because the inhospitable climate leads to
intermittent fevers and dysentery (115). Coastal areas like the shore of
the Paria Gulf are especially dangerous. The heat, the “noxious air from
the jungle,” and the “germs of disease” (94) in the wind have defeated
unacclimatized white men. The early Spaniards called the Paria Gulf
“Golfo Triste” because of the “gloomy and wild aspect of its coasts,
[which] became the graveyard of European seamen” (95). When
Humboldt reached Cariaco by the sea, he was forced to shorten his stay
due to the epidemic fevers there. In addition to the adverse weather
conditions, there is the grave danger of earthquakes, particularly in
Quito and Cumand. Humboldt claims that in 1797 New Andalusia was
“every day more and more undermined by subterrancan fires,” and,
reminding us of the “enormous damage” in Caracas in 1812, he
emphasizes the “incredible instability of nature in the north-east of
Terra Firma” (93). He also draws our attention to another nuisance, one
more indigenous to the tropics: the enormous amount of ants native to
the soil. In Valencia, “their excavations resemble underground canals,
which flood with water during the rains and threaten buildings™ (156).
Furthermore, he mentions in passing that the rivers of the Orinoco are
“mosquito-infested” (272) and that on their trip there he and his
companions were “devoured by mosquitoes, zancudaos, chigoes and
numberless insects” (294).

Humboldt’s depiction of the unwelcoming climate and
torturesome insects in Personal Narrative is not directly meant to be a
warning against the colonization of Spanish America. Yet, while
acknowledging the hospitality of his hosts, that is, the colonists and
missionaries, he does openly question the value of colonization for the
natives, oppose slavery, and support the independence movements
headed by the Creoles against Spanish tyranny. He never doubts the
missionaries’ good infention, their sincere belief that it is their
“privilege” to “console humanity for a part of the evils committed by
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the conquistadores,” “to plead the cause of the Indians before kings, to
resist the violence of the comendadores, and to gather nomadic Indians
into small communities called missions to help agriculture progress”
(Humboldt 78). But the monastic institutions, he argues, “useful at first
in preventing the spilling of blood and establishing the basis of society,
have become hostile to progress” (78). Subject to “constraints and the
dull monotony of the missions,” the natives “have progressively lost
[their] viger of character and natural vivacity,” showing “by their
gloomy and abstracted looks that they have not sacrificed freedom for
comfort without regret” (78). Toward the end of his introduction,
Humboldt boldly mentions the political struggles in Spanish America:

Since I have returned from America one of those revolutions that
shake the human race has broken out in the Spanish colonies, and
promises a new future for the 14 million inhabitants spread out
from La Plata to the remotest areas in Mexico. Deep resentments,
exacerbated by colonial laws and maintained by suspicious
policies, have stained with bloodshed areas that for three centuries
once enjoyed not happiness but at least uninterrupted peace.
Already in Quito the most educated citizens have been killed
fighting for their country. While writing about certain areas I
remembered the loss of dear friends. (Humboldt 13)

His “dear friends” include Carlos Montifar and the young
botanist José de Caldas, both executed by the Spaniards in 1816
(Nicolson 298 n3). Hoping his book will “contribute to a new social
order” (13), Humboldt in effect dedicated it to the revolutionary cause.
With his contribution to the natural science of the land and his
“reinvention” of primal nature there, Humboldt’s writings later became
“essential raw material for American and Americanist ideologies
forged by Creole intellectuals in the 1820s, 1830s, and 1840s,” and “a
touchstone for the civic literature that claimed Spanish America’s
literary independence,” according to Pratt (175).

Despite his obvious sympathy for the natives, Humboldt never
romanticizes them as “noble savages” in Personal Narrative. He
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asserts without much reserve that *within the Tropics . . . civilization
arrived with Columbus” (Humboldt 118). And he conciudes his
introduction by anticipating that one day “those who live on the banks
of the Orinoco or Atabapo may see cities enriched by commerce and
fertile fields [cultivated] by free men on the very spot where during my
travels I saw impenetrable jungle and flooded lands” (13). Apparently,
Humboldt is hardly a thorough-going anti-colonialist; his critique of
empire and progress is limited. While celebrating frcedom and
independence from direct Spanish rule, he is not precisely advocating
seif-rule for the natives. While arguing that all mulatto, zambo and
black subordinated races can produce sugar, cotton and indigo on thew
own, and that “the miserable slaves can become peasants, farmers and
landowners” (148), he stakes his hopes mainly on the Creole leaders
who would dominate the newly independent states. While admiring the
“attractive and picturesque . . . untamed, virgin nature” in the tropics
(80) and regretting the gradual loss of an independent “Castilian” spirit
in the natives with the coming of the missions, he still remains a
believer in commerce, science and progress, as is evident in his
introduction. Indeed, the very expression “Castilian” subtly obscures
the essential difference between the colonizer (Spaniards) and the
colonized {“Indians™).

It is with this ideological constellation in mind that we may
profitably turn again to the meaning of weather in Personal Narrative.
Humboldt has repeatedly emphasized the “immense fertility of the
soil” (80) in the tropics where heat and humidity combine. Passing a
mestizo plantation on his way to the mountain missions of the Chaima
Indians, he reminds the reader that “an acre planted with bananas
produces nearly twenty times as much food as the same space sown
with cereals” (79). In the warmest and most humid parts of South
America, content with “food from plants that yield more abundant
harvests more quickly” (79), the natives have abandoned densely
populated areas for they only have to cultivate a small number of acres
to feed themselves (80). “Without neighbors, virtually cut off from the
rest of mankind, each family forms a different tribe” (80). This
“mythic” and primordial state of isolation postulated by Humboldt,
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supposedly, “retards the progress of civilization, which advances only
as society becomes more populated and its connections more intimate
and multiptied” (80). His scemingly “objective” analysis of the
physical geography of the place quickly turns into an ideological
argument justifying the “natural” backwardness of the natives of the
torrid zone. If there was no “civilization” in their original state, then the
coming of European civilization (read Spanish colonialism), however
traumatic, could not ultimately be considered as a “loss”—if we push
his implicit argument to the extreme. Commenting on the mestizos in
Turbaco, he concludes that the “taste for the jungle and isolation
typifies the American Indian.” Examining their farming tools, the way
they build'their bamboo huts, their clothes and crude arts, he laments
their “lack of culture” (294).

It is precisely in this context that we must try to understand why
Humboldt questions “what the copper race [i.e. natives] has learmed by
contact with European civilization” (294). Whatever the explorer might
have said about the problems of imperialism and missionary activities,
he seems to be firmly on the side of trade, progress and science in the
last analysis. It is therefore not surprising that never in his text does
Humboldt seem to suspect that his exploration is in any way complicit
with imperialist exploitation, nor has he admitted any guilt regarding
his privileges as an elitist white traveler sanctioned by the empire.” In
fact, if he had not been the chief inspector of mines for Friedrich
Wilhelm III of Prussia and a renowned scholar, the Spanish king Carlos
IV would not have granted him a passport so that he could conduct his
studies in Spanish America, still pretty much a forbidden land for
non-Spanish Europeans at that time (Leask 244). Enjoying his status as
a supposedly “disinterested” cosmopolitan intellectual, Humboldt
failed to see that his scientific endeavors might be appropriated by the
Creoles and foreign adventurers to further deplete the natives’ natural
resources,

Finally, let me turn to the relationship between weather and .
Humboldt’s own scientific project, his scientific “work.” Having in
mind such colonial travelers as Richard Burton, discussed in Pratt’s
Imperial Eyes, onc might speculate that harsh climatic conditions
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would have served as mere obstacles to be subdued by Humboldt—the
courageous, knowledgeable and resourceful narrator-hero in an
immensely successful five-year expedition. The fact is, however, that
confident as he is of his power and the value of his travels, Humboidt
actually opts for a rather unpretentious, restrained style of narration.'’
Hyperboles are generally reserved for scenic depiction rather than
self-glorification. More than once Humboldt reminds the reader that his
land journeys are “very tiresome” because they have to not only make
laborious measurements but also “transport instruments and
collections” (7). With an tmpressive array of precision instruments like
thermometers, barometers, hygrometers, endiometers and cyanometers,
Humboldt and his crew must make constant measurements and collect
plant and animal specimens, calculating the longitude and latitude of
each important place vig astronomical observations, finding out “the
exact height above sea-level at which [they] made each collection,”
noting “the humidity, the temperature, the electricity and the
transparency of the air,” drawing maps, “topographical plans,”
“geological profiles” and so forth (9). One can easily imagine how
devastating foul weather could be to a hard-working 19"'0—century
scientific explorer, burdened with such daily necessities. Occasionally,
Humboldt reveals openly to the reader his frustrations and worries. For
example, having lost his last barometer, he confesses a sense of great
loss and regret:

Indeed, after traveling thousands of leagues over land with
astronomical and physical instruments, you are tempted to cry out:
“Lucky are those who fravel without instruments that break,
without dried plants that get wet, without animal collections that rot;
lucky are those who travel the world to see it with their own eyes,
trying to understand it, and recollecting the sweet emotions that
nature inspires!™ (Humboldt 297)

This is precisely what we cannot see in other works like Pratt’s
System of Nature: the weaker side of the supposedly “god-like” white
observer-narrator who champions science as well as a kind of Romantic
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aesthetics of the sublime-an apprehension regarding the adverse
effects of the climate on his instruments and collections. If superior
scientific knowledge and precision instruments afford Humboldt
strength, composure, and a resolute sense of mission, the routine
scientific labor required, often at the mercy of the weather, can be a
source of great anxiety. During the latter days of his American journey,
having lost “duplicates of [their] herbal collection, and all the insects
[his companion] Bonpland had gathered” because of a shipwreck,
Humboldt became very anxious while waiting to see if his collections
and manuscripts had arrived in Europe safely (287). The heavy weight
on his mind was lifted only when he learned that his manuscripts had
safely reached his brother’s home in Paris. Thus we need to not only
note the “imperial ambivalence” in Humboldt but also qualify the
exaggerated, idealized image of an always composed, indefatigable,
“weatherproof” explorer we may derive from elsewhere in his oeuvre.

If Humboldt’s rather restrained travelogue contains occasional
grumblings about the tropical weather, it should not surprise us to find
many more complaints of this kind in women-travelers’ texts like Mary
Kingsley’s Travels in West Africa. Kingsley was the best known
Victorian “lady-traveler.” Travels in West Africa is based on her
second trip to Africa in 1895, ostensibly to study new fish species and
collect botanical specimens. A key term which recurs in Kingsley is
“unhealthy.” The Gold Coast, for instance, is “unhealthy” because all
the natives there “have either got the guinea-worm, or kraw-kraw or
ulcers” and the climate would “damage the nerves of the cultured of
temperate climes” (Kingsley 25). Fernando Po, admired for its infinite
“moods of beauty” (Kingsley 30) but notorious for its “periodic
outbursts” of yellow fever (34), is the white man’s grave: “the sailors
and merchants personally acquainted with the place . . . were able to
support their information with dates and details of the decease of the
victims to the climate” (28). If we read Kingsley’s depiction of these
“unhealthy” voleanic islands alongside her account of the Portuguese
exploitation of African workers on San Thomé, which resulted
tragically in madness and fatal escape attempts (31-32), we will be
tempted to see her emphasis on the unhealthiness in/of African
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settlements as a critique of empire. Inasmuch as the whites do not
naturally “belong” there, at least in terms of the tropical climate, she
seems to imply that colonization is doomed to failure. Yet we must bear
in mind that Kingsley publicly supported imperialism if not
colonialism, and her own journeys would have been impossible
without the support of the various colonial authorities—DBritish,
Spanish, French and German—and her direct participation in West
African trade. Kingsley’s deep ambivalence toward empire and the
“contradictory clashes” of colonial and feminine discourses have been
much discussed by Sara Mills, Alison Blunt and others. Pratt has
pointed out that Kingsley rejects the “textual mechanisms that created
value in the discourse of her male predecessors: fantasies of dominance
and possession” (Pratt 214). Mills, on the other hand, has noted
Kingsley’s occasional adoption of the persona and heroics of the male
explorer which go against her non-assertive “feminine” narration and
self-deprecating humor (Mills 156). In what follows, I will examine the
meaning(s) of the weather in Travels in West Africa, particularly in
relation to the author’s treatments of the picturesque.'' Ultimately, I
wish to explore how climatic conditions might help articulate what
Blunt calls Kingsley’s “ambivalence of imperial encounters and
authority” (Blunt 32).

If Humboldt’s travelogue is characterized by the “omniscient”
scientific explorer’s panoramic vision, expressive of nature’s grandeur
and suggestive of the observer’s superior knowledge, Kingsley’s is
marked by an eye for the picturesque, which mplies a much less
austere and adventurous traveler. The picturesque mode, though not
unique to women’s wrilings, was particularly popular among
19™-century British lady-travelers.”? “Painterly” scenic descriptions, as
one might expect, can beautify the landscape, please the traveler as
well as the reader, and give added value to Kingsley’s trip to “collect”
African fishes and fetishes.” While traveling on a small steamer on her
way up the Ogowé River in the French Congo, Kingsley describes a
“picturesque” night scene like this: “The moonlit sea, shimmering and
breaking on darkened shore, the black forest and the hills silhouetted
against the star-powdered purple sky, and, at my feet, the engine-room
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stoke-hole, hit with the rose-coloured glow from its furnace, showing by
the great wood fire the two nearly naked Krumen stokers, shining like
polished bronze in their perspiration, as they throw in on to the fire the
billets of red wood that look like freshly-cut chunks of flesh” (Kingsley
65). Here not only the sercne natural environment but also the
hardworking African stokers, oppressed by the sheer drudgery and the
heat, are magically transformed into artistic objects of admiration.
Pieces of red wood, through her lively imagination, are turned into
“freshly-cut chunks of flesh,” an image which may be intended as
exotic but which carries an implicit, perhaps repressed sense of
barbarous violence.

As if to subvert the norms of the dominant “masculine” aesthetic
discourses,'* Kingsley’s picturesque descriptions sometimes seem to
be closely related to, if not subverted by, inhospitable climatic
conditions. When describing the great swamp region by the Bonny
River shortly before her Ogowé trip, she complains about its depressing
monotony and frightening unhealthiness:

Inevery. . . direction you will see the apparently endless walls of
mangrove, unvarying in colour, unvarying in form, unvarying in
height, save from perspective. Beneath and between you and them
lie the rotting mud waters of Bonny River, and away up and down
river, miles of rotting mud waters {ringed with walls of rotting mud
mangrove-swamp. (Kingsley 60)

In other words, even the picturesque gaze, with its artful change
of “perspective,” fails to redeem the utter dullness of the landscape.
During the rainy season, there is the “torrential downpour . . . night and
day with its dull roar” (Kingsley 60). What makes matter worse is the
prevalent sense of decay (“rotting mud” everywhere), further worsened
by the impending danger of fever, the most common fatal disease of the
tropics. This is, in short, no place for aesthetic contemplation:

While your eyes are drinking in the characteristics of Bonny
scenery you notice a peculiar smell, , . That’s the breath of the
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malarial mud, laden with fever, and the chances are you will be
down tomorrow. If it is near evening time now, you can watch it
becoming incarnate, creeping and crawling and gliding out from
the side crecks and rolling in a kind of grim play, and finally
crawling up the side of the ship to come on board and leave its
cloak of moisture that grows green mildew in a few hours over all.
Noise you will not be much troubled with: there is only that rain, a
sound I have known make men who are sick with fever well-nigh
mad, and now and again the depressing cty of the curlews which
abound here. . . . Good Heavens, what a place! (Kingsley 60-61)

Here the picturesque gaze is completely undone by the smell of
the malarial mud, smacking of death, by the vivid image of fatal
infection and a madness induced by the monotonous sound of the rain,
a sound typical of the climate in this swampy region of West Africa.
However, Kingsley’s subsequent Ogow¢ trip seems to be more pleasant
and more conducive to the picturesque gaze. She claims that all day
long she traveled past “ever-varying scenes of loveliness whose
component parts are ever the same, yet the effect ever different,” like a
Beethoven symphony (Kingsley 69). Still, while she is glorifying the
“magnificent dramatic beauty” of the night with the moon rising like “a
great orb of crimson, spreading down the oil-like, still river, a streak of
blood-red reflection” (67), she reminds us that the “conversation and
atmosphere are full of mosquitoes™ and of the necessity to “get under
the mosquito curtains to write” (67). When staying under the verandah
of a factory one night, she “sit|s] down under a lamp, prepare[s] to
contemplate . . . the wild beauty of the scene,” only to find “lots too
many mosquitoes and sandflies in the scenery to permit of
contemplation of any kind” (70). And when mentioning the “grimly
picturesque” old steamer by the river, she warns that there must be
scorpions and nameless creatures rising “out of the floating grass, or
the limitless-looking forest” (66).

Earlier in Kingsley has complained about the depressing weather
and the unfriendly creatures in the mangrove-swamps:
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There are the crocodiles, more of them than any one wants; there
are quantities of flies, particularly the big silent mangrove-fly
which lays an egg in you under the skin; the egps becomes a
maggot and it stays there until it feels fit to enter into external life,
Then there are slimy things that crawl with legs upon a slimy
sea. . .. [[]n the wet season there is no silence night or day in West
Africa, but that roar of the descending deluge of rain that is more
monotonous and more gloomy than any silence can be. (Kingsley
57)

She even ironizes (and parodies) the picturesque mode by using it
to describe the reality of the swamps: “Now a crocodile drifting down
in deep water, or lying asleep with its jaws open on a sand-bank in the
sun, is a picturesque adornment to the landscape when you are on the
deck of a steamer” (emphasis added), but crocodiles are indeed
dangerous reptiles which will “grab at people in small canoes” (55).
And then there is the danger of getting “tide-trapped away in the
swamps,” as Kingsley humorously tells us:

Of course if you really want a truly safe investment in Fame, and
really care about Posterity, and Posterity’s Science, you will jump
over into the black batter-like, stinking slime, cheered by the
thought of the terrific sensation you will produce 20,000 years
hence, and the care you will be taken of then by your
fellow-creatures, in a museum. But if you are a mere ordinary
person of a retiving nature, like me, you stop in your lagoon until
the tide rises again; most of your attention is directed to dealing
with an “at home” to crocodiles and mangrove flies, and with the
fearful stench of the slime round you. What little time you have left
over you will employ in wondering why you came to West Africa,
and why, after having reached this point of folly, you need have
gone and painted the lily and adorned the rose, by being such a
colossal ass as to come fooling about in mangrove swamps,
{Kingsley 55}
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Kingsley’s constant emphasis on the inhospitable climate and the
various kinds of dangers in West Africa coupled with a keen sense of
self-deprecating irony are worth examining further here. She has come
to Africa under the pretense of doing scientific research and yet she
keeps demonstrating to the reader that she is an inadequate scientific
explorer; she often laughs at her own clumsiness, admitting that she is
really “a colossal ass” fooling about the place and seldom speaking in
the confident tone of a naturalist or ethnographer. Mills and others have
found countless examples of self-deprecating humor in her text,
supposedly a hallmark of “feminine” travel discourse.

This is not to say that such humor cannot be found in travel books
written by men, but as far as the history of the genre is concerned,
before the 20th century most male travel writers always maintained
their narrative authority, tending toward a more heroic style. Alexander
William Kinglake’s Eothen (1884) is one notable exception: it is
remarkable for the author’s “conversational style, sense of humor, [ . . .
and] irony toward himself” (Kreiger ix). Worrying that his book would
be seen by contemporary readers as violating the norms of men’s travel
writing, Kinglake makes lengthy apologies in his preface. There is also
an earlier “anti-conquest” tradition examined by Pratt, as exemplified
by Mugo Park’s Travels in the Interior Districts of Africa (1799),
where the traveler-narrator appears to be rather passive, stressing a
reciprocal rather than imperial relationship between the European
adventurer and the natives."”” Yet compared with the great “masculine”
tradition of adventure and exploration, this is only a very minor
tradition—a mere curiosity. Since the early twentieth century, however,
one can more readily find self-doubt, self-irony and other “unheroic”
traits in travelogues written by men. In other words, some of the
so-called “feminine” features of earlier travel writing discussed by
Mills are no longer peculiar to women'’s travel writing today.

Let us return to Kingsley’s text. While dramatizing the fact that
she is an inadequate explorer, that she is oddly “out of place” while
traveling in West Africa, Kingsley nevertheless reminds us that she has
lived “long enough to allow the strange fascination of the place to get a
hold on [her]” (61). The plain fact that she has outlived many male
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colonial officials, seamen and adventurers mentioned in her text, and
thus largely resisted the pervasive “unhealthiness” of Africa, is proof of
her strength, adaptability, survival skills. “Many of [her] friends
mentioned even in this very recent account of the Coast ‘are dead
now,”” she stresses toward the end of her introduction (8). In fact, she is
not only fascinated by this “white man’s grave” but has also developed
some kind of friendship with the Fan people, famed cannibals. Unable
to master nature like a male scientist, she can nevertheless gain a more
intimate knowledge of the natives because, presumably, of her
“feminine” empathy, tolerance and social skills, things lacking in such
male savants as Humboldt and Darwin. In the tradition of “masculine”
adventure and exploration, the male narrator often travels with fellow
(European) explorers, servants, guards or colonial officials, and he can
afford to hire local tour guides and is accompanied by a retinue of
native bearers, who carry their scientific instruments, specimens and
food. Given the aloof, if not imperialist, attitude often detectable in the
great explovers, it is unlikely that they would have developed a close
relationship with the natives they met or hired. In any case, local guides
and helpers are seldom mentioned in such travelogues, and when they
are mentioned they remain mostly anonymous, even though they are
indispensable for the success of the exploration.'®

Thus in Humboldt’s Personal Narrative, European settlers,
missionaries and Creoles are acknowledged for their hospitality, yet
native Americans remain obscure, nameless figures in the background.
Kingsley, on the other hand, travels in West Africa often entirely
unaccompanied by any Europeans. Limited in her financial resources,
she is obliged to trade directly with Africans. According to George
Baker, she has learned some useful tips from the merchants about how
to trade with the natives, and by driving a good bargain she earns the
natives’ respects despite her status as a vulnerable white woman not
guarded by European men (19-20). Most male explorers, by contrast,
must rely on agents and interpreters to get things done; not mixing with
the natives, they are much less likely to gain an intimate knowledge of
their culture.” Although in Travels in West Africa Kingsley generally
evades the fact that she is as much a trader as a “scientific” explorer,
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she does meticulously recount her interactions with her native helpers
and give them nicknames.

In an age of high imperialism, Kingsley’s close relationship with
the natives, as recorded in the text, is truly remarkable; it is largely
absent in the “masculine” tradition of adventure and exploration. To
account for this exceptional intimacy, feminist critics offer two reasons.
One is that women, oppressed as the “second sex,” are more likely to
empathize with the weak and the underprivileged in these “backward”
societies. A related argument is that women, because of their social
roles and gender expectations (nurturing, mothering, domestic duties,
submissiveness, etc.) tend to be less egoistic, more open to others,
possessed of more social skills, and more compassionate. We must,
however, note that “femininity” (versus “masculinity””) may be largely
a cultural construct, a set of behavioral tendencies shaped by
socialization, not to be confused with an essential biological difference.
Referring to her “feminine” empathy, tolerance and social skills, I am
not claiming that Kingsley possesses such qualities simply because she
Is a woman; obviously not every female travel writer exhibits these
“feminine” traits. However, keeping in mind the stercotype of the
“angel by the hearth” and all the virtues which Victorian society
presumes reside in women, I do believe, together with critics like Mills
and Blunt, that such traits have been much rarer among male travel
writers, at least before the twentieth century, That said, her supposedly
“feminine” traits combined with her remarkable resourcefulness and
exceptional courage (daring to travel with the cannibals, etc.) make
Kingsley’s experience almost unique.

If Kingsley as a Victorian woman was unable to receive
professional training and to become a recognized naturalist, she may
well have compensated for this lack of authority by claiming a curious
kind of “subjective authority”—in stressing the individuality of her
response to Africa. In Travels in West Africa, as Blunt has argued, the
landscape “seems to possess magical qualities, accessible only to
certain ‘interested” individuals who fall under its charm,” and Kingsley
alleges that she herself belongs to this privileged few (95). Furthermore,
as a female writer she can afford to laugh at her own oddity and
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ungainliness and build up a kind of rapport with the reader, a textual
advantage hardly enjoyed by those great male adventurers of the past
who must maintain a high level of seriousness and objectivity in
accordance with the “masculine” conventions of adventure and
exploration. The “unhealthy” swamps of Africa, finally, tum out to be
an ideal world where Kingsley can be free of domestic duties and
confinement, and follow her desire *“to move beyond colonial
settlements to fish, explore, and trade” (Blunt 96), even though she
might be occasionally “under the weather.” It should be noted that
before her African travels, Kingsley’s life was rather colorless: she had
to stay at home to take care of her father and brother. Perhaps Olwen
Campbell is right in suggesting that Kingsley’s strongest motivation for
beginning her African travels was “to seek for the greatest possible
contrast to long years of domestic imprisonment” (40).

Let me conclude my paper with an analysis of the episode of
Kingsley’s ascent of the great peak of Cameroons, where her
simultaneous complicity with and revision of “colonial discourse” are
most dramatically shown—and again in relation to the weather. Pratt
has indicted Humboldt for the “erasure of the human” in his travel
writings and emphasized that Western explorers must rely “entirely on
the networks of villages, missions, outposts, . . . roadways, and colonial
labor systems to sustain themselves and their project, for food, shelter,
and the labor pool to guide them and transport their . . . equipage” (127).
Unlike Humboldt, Kingsley always recounts in detail her interactions
with the colonists as well as the natives..Her climbing of Cameroons, as
we can readily see in her text, depends on a number of Africans who
presumably serve as her guides or porters, and on a German outpost for
food and water. The demanding weather conditions up in the mountains
include coldness (especially in the early morning), heavy mists, strong
winds, unpredictable showers, and violent tornadoes. Curiously, in
Kingsley’s portrait the small retinue of Africans she commands is
incompetent, timid, eccentric and even comical. While she can,
struggling up the mountain, console herself with such “forest charms”
as “patches of satin-leaved begonias and clumps of lovely tree-ferns”
(335), the blacks always want to evade any harsh climb. For her, a
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sublime view can justify all the hardships of ascending the mountains:

When I reached the S.W. end, looking westwards I saw the South
Atlantic down below, like a plain of frosted silver. Out of it, barely
twenty miles away, rose Fernando Po to its 10,190 feet with that
majestic grace peculiar to a volcanic island. Immediately below me,
some 10,000 encircling it as a diadem, and Ambas Bay gemmed
with rocky islands lying before it. On my left away S.E. was the
glorious stretch of the Cameroon estuary, with a line of white cloud
lying very neatly along the course of the Cameroon River.
{Kingsley 341)

Interestingly, instead of directly claiming that her ascent is a
heroic feat, a proof of her prowess, Kingsley presents herself primarily
as a searcher for the sublime experience of nature rather than a “manly”
adventurer. At the highest point she can reach she happens to discover
several bottles on the ground, probably emptied by some energetic
German officers who once climbed up there. In her deceptively humbie
“feminine” style, she states: “I do not meddle with anything, save to
take a few specimens and to put a few more rocks on the cairn, and to
put in among them my card, merely as a civility to Mungo, a civility his
Majesty will soon turn into pulp. Not that it matters—what is done is
done” (355). She further insists that she is “verily” no mountaineer, for:

there is in me no exultation, but only a deep disgust because the
weather has robbed me of my main object of coming here, namely
to get a good view and an idea of the way the unexplored mountain
range behind Calabar trends. I took my chance and it failed, so
there’s nothing to complain about, (Kingsley 355)

Here she seems to be renouncing the colonial discourse of
“manly” adventure and imperial rivalry. She admits, in good humor,
that she is intimidated by the weather: a heavy mist is closing in and
heavy rainfall threatens. Yet even if she is no mountaineer, she still far
outperforms the natives. One important reason is that she is white and
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thus acclimatized to the cold weather, while up the mountains, as her
native helper Kefalla puts it, “too much cold kill we black man”
{Kingsley 350). So we have a reversal of the usual rule regarding race
and the fropical climate’s unfavorability to whites.

When Kingsley tells us about her “acrobatic performances on the
top of one of the highest, rockiest hillocks,” poising on one leg, taking a
rapid slide sideways and “ending in a very showy leap backwards
which lands me on the top of my lantern” (Kingsley 356), she is
obviously mocking herself as an ineffectual explorer. But again and
again we leam that the natives are being guided and even saved by her
rather than the ofher way a round. She claims that if she had collapsed
on one particularly cold day, “they would have lain down and died in
the cold sleety rain” (349). Her superior power comes not only from her
Western knowledge, her bravery and resourcefulness but also from her
previous experience with the cannibals on her trip. In a sense she is
even more native than her native servants. Once she must save them
from the cold by using two sticks to make a fire, a primitive method she
learned from the Fans. She can therefore laugh at her black companions
as “coast boys” used to the “luxury” of matches. Blunt has argued that
Kingsley uses the Fans’ notoriety as cannibals to “establish herself
within the masculine tradition of exploration,” portraying their
relationship with the blacks “in the form of masculine camaraderie”
(82). To her ignorant, inept but harmless native “helpers,” however,
Kingsley appears to be a kind of matron. She takes care of them, enjoys
listening to their nightly chatter and laughs at their incompetence, and
she calls them her “boys.”"® This is Kingsley’s peculiar version of the
inevitably gendered colonizer-colonized relationship, one much
conditioned by the weather and rather unlike Humboldt’s unequal
treatment of the Creole settlers and “Indians™ in the “torrid zone” of the
Spanish colonies.

Attending then to the weather in Humboldt’s Personal Narrative
and Kingsley’s Travels in West Africa, 1 have explored certain forms of
“imperial ambivalence” in this paper. Humboldt’s ambivalent attitude
toward colonization and the (his) “civilizing mission” is not very
difficult to see. Yet the occasional frustrations and anxicties he
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experiences in doing his scientific work never really undermine his
belief in the value of his exploration nor prompt him to reflect upon the
natives’ own rights. In comparison, Kingsley’s ambivalence, expressed
through conflicting “colonial” and “feminine” discourses, seems to be
much more profound. However, since the early 20" century such
supposedly “feminine” traits as self-irony and self-deprecating humor
can be easily found in men’s travelogues as well. Famous writers today
like Bruce Chatwin, Redmond O’Hanlon and Alain de Botton see
themselves as ‘“belated” travelers, announcing that the great age of
“manly” adventure and exploration is gone (Holland and Huggan 5-6),
When using the term “femininity,” we must be keenly aware that the
term is not meant to be, can no longer possibly be, a timeless marker of
essential sexual difference. Rather it simply serves as a convenient
label for certain (stereotypically) gender-related stylistic features.
Keeping then in mind the potential confusion terms like “masculinity”
and “femininity” may engender, I look forward to reading {and perhaps
engaging in) studies of future travel writing and its new and perhaps
unexpected styles,

NOTES

' By the “ambivalence of imperial encounters and authority,” or, in short,
“imperial ambivalence,” I refer to European travel writers’ ambivalent attitudes
regarding imperialism, their own rights and authority as a “civilized” being
(and a professional explorer-scientist in some cases), and the natives they meet
on their trips to “primitive” foreign lands (often already colonized by European
countries), For instance, imperial travelers like Humboldt may firmly believe in
their scientific authority (their ability to study the foreign land and produce
objective knowledge for the progress of humanity) and their right fo exploration
(disregarding the natives® rights). While supporting or being complicit with
imperialism in some ways, at times they might question the value of imperialism,
romanticize the “noble savage,” and condemn certain colonial policies. They
might despise the natives for their “barbarity” but might be fascinated by their
“exotic” cultural heritage or treat them as “children” or “pets.” My use of
“imperial ambivalence” should be distingnished from Homi K. Bhabha’s
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(colonial) “ambivalence,” a poststructuralist and psychoanalytically-inflected
notion referring to a more or less “inherent” property of “colonial discourse™
the simultaneous love-hate for the other, accompanied by fear and disavowal, in
the context of colonialism (such as the British raj in India; see Bhabha 88-89)
rather than in temporary cross-cultural encounters on a trip. My focus is on the
more tangible rhetorical features of the travelogues which betray the writer’s
ambivalent attitudes; my analysis here does not depend on the psychoanalytical
notion of the unconscious. In fact, I do not find Bhabha's theory about the
supposedly “general” nature of colonial discourse useful in my reading.

? Rhetorically speaking, from the seventeenth century to the early
twentieth century, European travelogues about the exploration of “primitive”
foreign lands written by men often tend to exaggerate the explorer’s physical
prowess, resourcefulness and knowledge. Male travel writers often labor to
demonstrate the difficulties of their trips and show how they have overcome all
the difficulties. They also try to convince the reader of the objectivity or
authenticity of their depictions. This is what [ mean by the “masculine”
tradition of adventure and discovery. The will to possession is not always
explicitly announced, but critics like Mary Pratt have interpreted various
rhetorical figures of conquest and penetration, even the very act of naming the
foreign land, in terms of “colonial desire.”

* For feminist critics, “masculinity” is characterized by aggression and
the lack of empathy for the other. Imperialism, so far as it is aggression against
the natives of foreign lands, is thus seen as “masculine” by Sara Mills.
“Femininity,” defined by such traits as greater openness, empathy, and caring,
is seen as potentially anfagonistic to imperialism. The opposition of
“masculinity” and “femininity” here does not exactly refer to biological
difference but should be understood as a matter of cultural values or behavioral
Norms.

* For my definition of “imperial ambivalence,” please see Note 1.

* Humboldt’s Personal Narrative was originally written in French,
comprising the last 3 volumes of his Relafion historique du voyage aux régions
équinoxiales du nouveau continent. The first English translation was
undertaken by Helen Maria Williams, published as Personal Narrative of
Travels to the Equinoctial Regions of the New Continent, During the Years
1799-1804, by Alexander de Humboldt, and Aime Bonpland; with Maps,
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Plans, & ¢ (7 volumes) by Longman between 1814 and 1829, In this paper, with
the exception of two endnotes, 1 quote from the widely available Penguin
edition translated by Jason Wilson. Wilson’s version, unfortunately, is
abridged; therefore I have also consulted Williams’ full version at the British
Library during a short visit to London. I am indebted to the National Science
Council of the R.O.C. for funding that research trip, which took place in the
summer of 2004.

® Leask contends that “after Humboldt readers would not expect
scientific information from travel books so much as liferary amusement, or
else . . . a popularizing supplement to the specialist scientific records of an
expedition” (282). '

7 For Mills, “feminine” traits in women’s travelogues also include a
constant reference to clothing and hair and the “importance of keeping them in
order and clean” (178), as well as presenting oneself as “a sensitive and deeply
religious observer” {180),

8 T myself prefer to use “imperial” rather than “colonial” because the
former is more general in meaning, covering not only colonial relations
(territorial control and administration) but also cultural, political and economic
domination. In the case of Kingsley’s West African travels, obviously most of
the places described are not British colonies at all; nonetheless, British traders
and missionaries exerted no small influence.

? In one scene (in a small village near Caraccas) Humboldt does vividly
contrast the attitude of some Spanish colonists toward the “New World” and his
own. While the Spaniards employed at the tobacco office “vented their
displeasure in complaints and maledictions against the wretched country . . .
where they were doomed to live,” Humboldt and his fellow explorers “never
wearied of admiring the wild scenery that surrounded [them], the fertility of the
soil, and the mildness of the climate” (Alexander de Humboldt, Personal
Narrative 4; 78 [Williams’ translation]). This portrait, highlighting the elitist
travelers’ mobility and aesthetic sensibility, dramatizes their privileged
position as “cosmopolitan™ naturalists from Europe in contrast with the white
colonists and natives. (Both colonists and natives are engaged in the constant
drudgery of routine work, though the natives’ is likely to be more physical and
menial.)

"% Recounting his trip to Havana, Humboldt mentions two kinds of danger
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at sea—breakers and pirates (Personal Narrative 6: 814}. It is interesting to note
that Humboldt's tone remains rather clamy; in fact, throughout Personal
Narrative he seldom exaggerates the dangers encountered in order to “‘prove”
his prowess and celebrate his achievements. During this particular trip, which is
potentially unsafe, Humboldt keeps himself busy performing scientific
measurements as a dutiful scientist.

' The “picturesque,” literally meaning “like a picture” or being a proper
object for painting, came into vogue in the early eighteenth century {Malcolm
Andrews vii-viii). Picturesque tourism in England rose roughly during the
Romantic Period, much influenced by such writers as William Gilpin and
Uvedale Price. While theorists like Edmund Burke in 4 Philosophical Enguiry
info the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful distinguish between
the sublime and the beautiful, most picturesque travelers, in their search for
“painterly” landscapes, pay little heed to such distinctions.

12 For instance, Nina Mazuchelli’s The Indian Alps and How we Crossed
threm (1876) contains a description of a journey to the Himalayas, not so much
for the purpose of exploration as for seeing and painting the beautiful vistas.
See Mills 175-94,

1 Birkett has warned us that: “Not all Mary Kingsley’s statements of her
experiences in West Africa are to be taken at face value. For example, she
seldom fished. Most of her specimens, including grasses and insects, were
collected by Africans whom she employed to do so. [But] she would claim
these specimens as ‘my’ finds” (37). Also suppressed in her travelogue is her
trade activity: in order to support her trips, she “made arrangements with a firm
who agreed to provide her with trade goods of the kind the natives wanted, in
return for native produce such as ivory, rubber and gum” (Baker 18-19).
According to Birkett, she sold or gave in exchange the natives such items as
handkerchiefs, matches, fish-hooks, knives, tobacco, reels of cotton, buttons,
ivory and trade gin (45-46). As for different “modalities” of travel writing,
Nigel Leask distinguishes between the “survey modality” and “picturesque
modality” of travel writing. The “picturesque eye,” according to Leask, “could
skim over any features which disturbed the composure of aesthetic form, as
well as utilitarian traces of industry, improvement, or modernity” (168).

" The three “founding assumptions” of modern “masculine” aesthetics
established in eighteenth-century Europe are: the “idea that it is possible to
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make universally applicable generalizations about ‘the’ subject of aesthetic
appreciation,” disinterestedness, and the “autonomy of the aesthetic domain
from moral, political, or utilitarian concerns and activities” (Elizabeth Bohls 7),
My reading of Kingsley’s revision or subversion of the dominant aesthetic
discourse is inspired by Bohls’ pioneering study, Women Travel Writers and
the Language of Aesthetics, although she works on earlier women writers.

* See Pratt 69-85.

'8 With reference to Burton’s “discovery” of Lake Tanganyika, Pratt

LEN T

reminds us that such “discoveries” “involved making one’s way to the region
and asking the local inhabitants if they knew of any big lakes, etc. in the area,
then hiring them to take you there, whereupon with their guidance and support
you proceeded to discover what they already knew” (202).

"7 According to Birkett, without financial backing from any official body
Kingsley’s “anthority in African societies was negligible, . . . She could not
even have made pretences to authorization to negotiate and make contracts with
local rulers and societies, as was often the case with male travelers. Her obvious
lack of men and equipment did not support any claims to governmentally
backed power. . . . But she began to emphasize her status as a free agent and
could see a ‘raw’ Africa the empowered travelers could never see” (48),

'® Infantilization (treating the “natives” as “children™), of course, may be

considered as part of the typical rhetoric of empire. See Stevan Harrell 1314,
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