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In the novelistic production of post-revolutionary France, a minor sub-genre can be detected that I would call “the poor Polish girl story.” Representatives of this genre include the protagonist of Pauliska ou la perversité moderne by Révéroni Saint-Cyr (1798), Ouliana of the semi-anonymous Ouliana, ou l’enfant des bois (1801), and, a bit later, Ellenore of Benjamin Constant’s Adolphe (1816). Adjacent to these works are the first French translation of Karamzin’s Poor Liza (1808), the original itself (1792), as well as the first French review of Karamzin’s works (presumably written by Karamzin himself) published in 1797. 


One accusation that can be (and has been) leveled against these works is that their respective authors make only a superficial effort to link them to the countries to which they ostensibly belong. In my presentation, I will argue that such vagueness of national characteristics reflects an influence of the geographic discourse of the French Enlightenment that originated in Montesquieu’s L’esprit des lois and was elaborated by geographers over the course of the 18th century. Drawing an explicit link between literature about — or from — the “periphery” and geographic discourse that specialized in exploring the periphery is useful for two reasons. On one hand, geographic discourse was instrumental in the formation of the French “provincial novel” of the 19th century. On the other hand, contextualizing these works together as a sub-genre (on which there does not seem to be much literary scholarship) helps to bring out the mechanics of the formation of a Russian literary template, a central issue in the 1797 review of Karamzin’s work and in discussions of Karamzin’s work in general.



