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Ourika
Claire de Duras
A Modern Reader’s Edition
A Senegalese girl is bought as an infant and raised in a Paris salon as an aristocrat’s ward — loved, educated, and then old enough to notice that no one will marry her. Claire de Duras lost her father to the guillotine and wrote this in 1823 from inside the society she is describing; it is the first French novel to give a black woman a mind and a voice, and it was a sensation.

A Note on This Edition
With respect for the original work, Ourika, by Claire de Duras, has been prepared for the contemporary reader. Its spelling and punctuation follow present-day American usage, and a handful of genuinely archaic words and grammatical forms have been updated or briefly clarified. The author’s own sentences, paragraph structure, and narrative voice are kept as written. A note of caution: this book was written in a different era and may contain attitudes and depictions that a modern reader could find dated or offensive. These have been kept for historical and literary authenticity and do not reflect the views of the publisher; we ask that they be read with an understanding of the time and the context in which the work was originally created. Where the original text used a small number of the era’s harshest racial epithets, these have been replaced with the neutral descriptive terms of the period; quotations of historical songs and the authors’ own commentary on prejudice are preserved unaltered.
Illustrated with 53 full-page reproductions of period paintings, selected for this edition.
This edition modernizes archaic spelling and punctuation. In a small number of places, period racial epithets have been replaced with neutral terms of the era. Quotations of historical songs, and the authors’ own commentary on prejudice, are preserved unaltered.
Prepared for this edition by the editors of Aeneas Press.
Aeneas Press · Literary Classics
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This is to be alone, this, this is solitude. BYRON.
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A few months had elapsed since I quitted Montpellier to follow my profession as physician in Paris, when I was sent for one morning to attend a sick Nun at a convent in the Faubourg St. Jacques[1]. Napoleon had a short time since permitted several of these convents to be re-established: the one I was going to belonged to the order of the Ursuline Sisters, and was opened for the education of young females. Part of the edifice had been destroyed during the Revolution. The cloister was laid bare on one side by the demolition of an antique chapel, of which but a few arches remained. One of the nuns led me through this cloister. As we traversed it I perceived that the broad flat stones that paved it were tombs: they all bore inscriptions half effaced; some were broken, others quite torn up. I had never yet seen the interior of a convent, and felt curious to witness a scene so new to me. My conductress led the way into the garden, where she said we should find our sick patient. I beheld her seated at a distance at one end of a bower, almost entirely enveloped in a long black veil. “Here is the physician,” said her companion, and immediately left us. I approached timidly, for my heart had sickened at the sight of the tombs; and I fancied that I should now contemplate another victim of the cloister. The prejudices of my youth had just been awakened, and a considerable interest excited in my mind from the kind of malady I had imagined for her. She turned toward me, and I was singularly surprised on beholding a black woman. Her polite address and choice of words increased my astonishment, “You are come, Sir, to visit a very sick person,” said she, “and one who greatly wishes to get better, though she has not always wished it, and that perhaps has been the cause of her long sufferings.” I questioned her as to the nature of them. “I feel,” replied she, “continual oppression and fever, and sleep has quite forsaken me.” Her emaciated appearance confirmed this account of herself. Her figure was tall, but indescribably, meager. Her large brilliant eyes and very white teeth lit up the rest of her features. It was plain that violent and lengthened grief had worn her frame, though her soul still retained its powers. Her melancholy aspect moved me. I resolved to exert every means of saving her, and mentioned the necessity of subduing her evidently heightened imagination, and diverting her mind from what might give it pain. “I am perfectly happy!” cried she; “I have never felt so happy and so calm as I do at present.” The sweet and sincere tone in which this was uttered persuaded me, though it again surprised me.
“That you have not always thought yourself happy is evident,” said I; “you bear the marks of heavy sufferings.”—“True; but my mind is tranquil now, though it has been long in finding repose.”—“Since it is so, then, let us try to cure the past; but can I hope for success when I know not the disease?”—“Alas! must I own my folly?” cried she, her eyes filling with tears. “You are not happy!” exclaimed I. “I am,” replied she, gathering more firmness; nor would I change my present happiness for the state I once envied. I have no secret; my misfortune is the history of my whole life. My sufferings were so continual until I entered this abode that they have gradually undermined, my health. With joy did I feel myself wasting away, for I had no prospect of happiness in life. This guilty joy has been punished, for now that I desire to live, I have scarcely a hope of it left.”
I soothed her apprehensions with the promise of speedy recovery; but whilst uttering the consolatory words a sad presentiment came over me, warning me that Death had marked its victim.
[image: A Country Party with Musicians]A Country Party with Musicians — Jean-Baptiste Pater (1740)I continued to attend the young Nun, and she appeared not insensible to the interest I took in her fate. One day she returned of her own accord to the subject I longed to be enlightened upon. “My sorrow,” said she, “would appear of so strange a nature, that I have always felt reluctant to confide it. No one can be a perfect judge of the feelings of another, and our confidants soon become accusers.”—“Fear not,” cried I, “can I doubt the reality of your grief, when I behold its effects upon your person?”—“Ah! real it has been, but not the less unreasonable.”—“Let us even suppose it so. Does that prevent sympathy?”—“I have feared so; but if to cure the effect of my sorrows it is necessary you should know their cause, some time hence, when we are a little better acquainted, I will confide it to you.”
[image: Concert Champêtre]Concert Champêtre — Jean-Baptiste Pater (1750)I renewed my visits still oftener at the convent, and the remedies I prescribed appeared to do my patient some good. In short, one morning, finding her seated alone in the same bower where I had first seen her, I renewed the subject, and she related to me the following history.
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Notes
[1] Faubourg St. Jacques — suburb of Paris (Fr.)

[image: Pastoral Concert]Pastoral Concert — Jean-Baptiste Pater (1734)[image: ]Ourika.

I was brought over from Senegal by the Governor, the Chevalier de B., when about two years old. He took compassion on me one day as he stood witnessing the embarkation of some slaves on board a negro transport ship then going to sail. I had lost my mother, and I was carried on board the vessel, in spite of my violent screams and resistance. He bought me, and on his return to France shortly after gave me to his aunt, the wife of the Marshal de B. She was the most amiable woman of her time, and united an elevated and highly refined mind to the most exemplary virtue. To save me from slavery, and choose for me such a benefactress as Madame de B., was twice bestowing life upon me. Such was my ingratitude toward Providence, that I was not made happy by it. But is happiness always the result of the development of our faculties? I think not. How often does the knowledge we acquire teach us to regret our days of ignorance! Nor does the fable tell us that Galatea received the gift of happiness with that of life.
I was not told the early circumstances of my life until long after they happened. My first recollections always bring Madame de B.’s drawing-room to my mind. I used to pass my life there, doted on by herself, praised and caressed by her friends, who loaded me with presents, and exalted to the skies my wit and graces.
[image: Concert in the Oval Salon of Pierre Crozat’s Chateau at Montmorency]Concert in the Oval Salon of Pierre Crozat’s Chateau at Montmorency — Nicolas Lancret (1720)The tone of her society was animated gaiety; but gaiety from which good taste had excluded all exaggeration. What deserved praise always met with it, and what deserved blame was generally excused; nay, from excessive leniency erroneous notions were often suffered to pass for right ones. Success gives courage, and every one was sure of being estimated a little above their real worth, by Madame de B.; for, without knowing it, she lent them a part of her own, and after seeing or listening to her people, fancied themselves like her.
[image: The Music Lesson]The Music Lesson — Nicolas Lancret (1743)Dressed in the Eastern fashion, and seated on a little stool at Madame de B.’s feet, I used to listen to the conversation of the first wits of the day long before I could understand it. I had no childish petulance. I was pensive ere I began to think. I was perfectly happy at being by the side of Madame de B. To love her, to listen to her, to obey her, and above all, to look at her, was all that I desired. Neither a life of luxury, nor accomplished society, could astonish me; I knew no other, but I insensibly acquired a great contempt for every other sphere than the one I lived in. Even when a child, the want of taste would shock me. I felt it ere I could define it, for habit had made it necessary.
[image: Concert in the Park]Concert in the Park — Nicolas Lancret (1731)Thus did I grow up to the age of twelve years without an idea of any other kind of happiness than that I possessed. I felt no pain at being a Negro woman. I was continually praised and admired, and nothing ever suggested its being to my disadvantage. I seldom saw any other children; and the only one who was my friend, did not love me the less on account of my color.
[image: Concert in the Paris Home of Pierre Crozat]Concert in the Paris Home of Pierre Crozat — Nicolas Lancret (1720)Madame de B. had two grandsons; the children of her daughter who had died young. Charles, the youngest, was about my own age. We spent our infancy together. He was my protector and my adviser in all my little faults, but he went to school when he was eight years old. I wept at parting. This was my first sorrow. He seldom came home, yet I often thought of him. Whilst he pursued his studies, I was ardently engaged in acquiring the accomplishments necessary to complete my education. Madame de B. resolved to make me perfect in every talent. My voice was thought worthy of the instruction of the first masters; a celebrated painter, one of my benefactress’s friends, undertook to guide me in his art; English and Italian were familiar to me, and Madame de B. herself presided over my reading. She formed both my mind and judgment. By conversing with her, and discovering the beauties of her soul, my own grew elevated, and admiration was the first source of my own intelligence. Alas! how little I then foresaw that these delightful studies would be followed by so many
[image: A Girl in a Kitchen]A Girl in a Kitchen — Nicolas Lancret (1725)[image: The Music Lesson]The Music Lesson — Jean-Marc Nattier (1710)[image: Elegant company with a man playing music]Elegant company with a man playing music — Jean-Antoine Watteau (1718)[image: The Amourous Concert]The Amourous Concert — Jean-Baptiste Pater (1731)[image: Le Concert]Le Concert — Jean-Antoine Watteau (1717)[image: The Attributes of Civilian Music]The Attributes of Civilian Music — Jean-Baptiste-Siméon Chardin (1767)[image: Spanish Concert (Spanish Conversation)]Spanish Concert (Spanish Сonversation) — Charles André van Loo (1754)[image: A Girl with a Patch Box]A Girl with a Patch Box — Philippe Mercier (1760)[image: The Music Lesson]The Music Lesson — Jean-Honoré Fragonard (1770)[image: A Girl with a Dead Canary]A Girl with a Dead Canary — Jean-Baptiste Greuze (1765)[image: Reading the Bible]Reading the Bible — Jean-Baptiste Greuze (1755)[image: Woman Reading a letter]Woman Reading a letter — François de Troy (1723)[image: Le Geôlier]Le Geôlier — Jacques-Louis David (1794)[image: Monsieur Meyer]Monsieur Meyer — Jacques-Louis David (1795)Notes
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