Gabriel de Foigny and the
Hermaphroditic New World

Nicoras KEENE

History presents us with few heroic hermaphrodites. In 1676, in a work entitled
La Terre Australe Connue, a defrocked Franciscan monk by the name of Gabriel de
Foigny told the tale of one such hero, Nicolas Sadeur, whose wild adventures led
him to the coast of Australia where he discovered a New World inhabited by
hermaphrodites. The creative former member of the cloistered order drew upon
classical precedent — Hermaphroditos in Ovid’s Metamorphoses and Aristophanes’
Androgynoi in Plato’s Symposium — and probably heterodox Jewish Midrashim, to
humanise the figure of the hermaphrodite, previously either a transcendent other-
worldly figure or an actual monstrous embodiment. At the same time, Foigny
challenged many of the intellectual and cultural preconceptions underpinning
Western society, particularly attitudes to religion and sexuality, in what is surely
one of early modern Europe’s more bizarre literary encounters with the New
World. Foigny's story is one of utopian satire, in the tradition of Thomas More
and Cyrano de Bergerac, drawing upon historical accounts of discovery and utilis-
ing unorthodox biblical exegesis. Sadeur, and the land of hermaphroditic Austral-
ians, was a work not of anthropological observation but fabulous fiction, an ex-
ploration of the mind rather than the globe. The name Nicholas Sadeur does not
feature in any historical accounts of the discovery and exploration of lands in the
southern hemisphere, although he is afforded the honour of an ironic entry in
Pierre Bavle’s Dictionnaire historigue et critique.!

Gabriel de Foigny was born into a Catholic family, probably in the Picardy
region of France, around 1630. He entered a strict Observant Franciscan Order
but was expelled in 1666 for conduct unbecoming. In light of his subsequent
troubles, his transgressions were probably of a sexual nature. Undaunted, Foigny
headed for Geneva, the utopian city of the Calvinist faith where ardent reformers
had set about creating the New Jerusalem. Here he converted, and after perform-
ing the expected renunciation of Catholicism before the Consistory — the coun-
cil of pastors and elders — initially received a warm welcome from the city’s
Venerable Company — the non-political clerical body consisting of all the city’s
pastors responsible for ecclesiastical affairs. However, it was not long before his
behaviour came under intense scrutiny, this time for demonstrably sexual offences,
including the broken promise of marriage to a widow, Lea Ducrest, of suspect
character.”
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Foigny chose to exercise discretion, and moved to Lausanne where he married
the widow of dubious repute. He repeatedly failed to receive permission to publish
a theological work, Les Attraits au service divin (‘The Vocation to divine service’)
due to his lack of status within the religious community and passages within it of
a suspect, papist nature. He eventually published it without authorisation, draw-
ing down the ire of the religious authorities upon his head once more. He held a
teaching post at the College of Morges for several years, becoming first regent in
1671, but the Consistory, after failing to demonstrate charges of religious hetero-
doxy, accused him of indecent and immoral behaviour in the form of vomiting
whilst drunk on the communion table and practising usury. Only the vehement
defence of his orthodox character by friends enabled him to return to Geneva
with his wife and children. Here he published, anonymously, La Terre Australe
Connuein 1676.°

Foigny's only substantial literary production tapped into a rich vein of specula-
tion and excitement about a vast southern continent in the seventeenth century
in a novel manner. Rumours of a #erra australis incogniza had existed for many
centuries. The notion had been introduced by Aristotle, and expanded by Ptolemy,
the famous Greek cartographer rediscovered by Renaissance humanists. Foigny
referred in his introduction to suggestions regarding an unknown southern conti-
nent going back to the late twelfth century. These notions were fuelled in the
early modern era by voyages of exploration, with the often secretive attempts by
Portuguese, Spanish and Dutch explorers in the sixteenth and seventeenth centu-
ries to plot the geography of the southern hemisphere. In 1568 a Spanish vessel
came across the Solomon Islands, and part of Francis Drake’s brief when he set
sail in 1577 was to find this land of imagined treasure. In 1642-3, Abel Tasman,
under instruction from Antonio van Diemen, the governor of the Dutch East
Indies, managed to discover New Zealand, believing it to be part of Terra Australis.
These expeditions of discovery served to inspire literary speculations up to and
beyond the time of Cook’s voyages.

Foigny was evidently familiar with the claims of discovery made by various
explorers in the previous two centuries, but he paid particular reference to the
travels of Fernandez Quirés. The Relation of Ferdinand de Quiros to the King of Spain,
published in Latin in 1612-13 and in French in 1617 by a Portuguese-born pilot
who served most of his life in Spanish service told of a rich fertile land inhabited
by tall unclothed natives drinking a liquor more pleasant than wine. Enthused
with a fervent missionary spirit from a young age, Quirés believed that he could
serve as God's instrument for the incorporation of Terra Australis into the Spanish
dominion and its inhabitants into the mother Church. Despite the personal bless-
ing of Pope Clement VII1, Quirés’ endeavours to reach the people of the south-
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ern seas before the Protestants were ultimately unsuccessful. Several thousand
miles off course, he got no further than an island in the New Hebrides, where he
attempted to found a settlement boldly named New Jersualem, but he was de-
feated by a combination of hostile locals, malaria and his own eccentric
leadership.® Of a more literary nature, Foigny may also have read Henry Neville's
The Isle of Pines, a libertine fantasy published in England in 1668 and translated
into several European languages including French. The text told the story of an
Elizabethan adventurer, George Pine, shipwrecked off an island of Terra Australis
with four young women whom he proceeded to successively impregnate by rota-
tion on a continuous basis producing, after forty years, 565 oftspring.®

It was certainly the case that the literary device of an imaginary voyage was
particularly potent during an era of geographical discovery and excitement at the
transformative potential of the New World. This device enabled Foigny to pose
merely as an editor, blending the line between fact and fiction. Foigny happened
fortuitously to be at the docks in Livorno in 1661 as Sadeur returned from his
adventures. As the exhausted trans-continental traveller disembarked, he slipped
off the gangplank into the water and would have drowned had Foigny not res-
cued him from a watery grave and his memoirs from historical oblivion. Present-
ing the curious yet deserving text to the public, Foigny was able to reflect upon
the political, social and religious mores of early modern European society.”

Foigny, and his Genevan printer La Pierre, were in no doubt regarding the
likely reception of these reflections, and they engaged in weaving a web of deceit
and camouflage to cover their tracks. Foigny told La Pierre, one suspects without
fooling the publisher for a moment, that he had acquired the manuscript from a
bookseller in Clermont and that it had received approval for publication from a
syndic, Jean Lullin, who just happened to have recently passed away. La Pierre,
playing along, sought to create a false publication trail by affixing to the title-
page the imprint of an imaginary French printer, but the Genevan authorities
were wise to this commonplace subterfuge of the publishing fraternity.® The cloak
of anonymity proved an inadequate disguise for Foigny, and he faced protracted
interrogation by the Venerable Company. Despite Foigny's determined stalling
tactics, an unfavourable judgement was inevitable, and his work of hermaphro-
ditic discovery was condemned as irreligious, immoral and blasphemous. In 1684,
Foigny fell foul of disciplinary authority once more. Now widowed, he was ac-
cused of getting his maidservant Jeanne Berlie pregnant. When she compounded
the offence by baptising the child a Catholic, Foigny also reconverted, prompting
the Genevan authorities to take his other children into their care. Eventually,
Foigny was allowed to return to France with some of his children, where he was
re-embraced by the mother Church — a recovered if rather blackened sheep —
and ended his days in a convent in Savoy, where he died in 1692.”
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Texts, though, do not die with their authors, and Foigny's literary creation was
reborn after his passing. The work was republished in a revised, more overtly
deistic pro-Enlightenment edition. The revised version may have been put to-
gether by Foigny himself before his death, but it seems more likely that it was the
work of its purported editor Abbé Francois Raguenet. Raguenet, a student of
ecclesiastical law with a doctorate from the Sorbonne and a passion for Italian
opera, published several other works including a life of Oliver Cromwell. The
bowdlerized French version appeared in five further editions by 1732, eclipsing
the original work. It was this text that formed the basis for the English transla-
tion in 1693, produced by the maverick Irish printer and bookseller John Dunton,
whose eclectic interests encompassed travel literature as well as political works,
devotional texts, chapbooks, periodicals and pornography. In 1691 Dunton had
written and published Foyage Round the World, a fictional tale of the rambling
adventures of one Don Kainophilus, and he was always attracted to unorthodox
ideas if they were presented in a commercially attractive format."

Foigny’s work certainly fulfilled Dunton’s criteria. His hermaphroditic hero,
Nicolas Sadeur, experienced a journey to the southern continent, via the Congo,
that was extraordinary, an incredible succession of shipwrecks and having to cling
to flotsam in turbulent waters, being carried on a floating island that turned out
to be a gigantic whale, and finding himself transported through the skies gripped
in the talons of a huge winged creature. Historians have often noted that this was
a dangerous time to travel by sea!’ Upon his arrival, the inhabitants, usually
hostile to outsiders were so impressed by the tenacity of this intrepid traveller that
they took him to their Heb, or House of Education, and provided him with lodg-
ings and provisions with a “thoroughness and decency surpassing any in Europe.”
It would not be only in the area of hospitality that the Australians would have
something to teach the Europeans.'

Within a few months, Sadeur had learnt enough of the Australians’ language
to discourse with his hosts. Preferring to communicate through signs, their lan-
guage was simple by European standards — their words were all monosyllabic,
they had only one conjugation, one past and future tense, and no declensions or
articles. In writing, they used points to express vowels, identifiable by their posi-
tioning much like Hebrew. Their words, written or pronounced, conveyed not
only the name but also the nature of the subject, so their word for apple conveyed
that it was a sweet and delicious fruit. Thus when the children learnt to read they
simultaneously learned the properties of all manner of beings. In stressing that
language was itself a key to knowledge Foigny demonstrated a familiarity with
current European scholarship regarding universal language building, and showed
a desire to create a language that was knowledge itself, bridging the gap that
separated word and object.’
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Foigny was deeply impressed by what he saw and heard. His initial observations
on the environment and people make an interesting comparison with a non-
fictional account provided by the first Englishman to set foot on Australian soil,
the Somerset-born buccaneer and explorer William Dampier who came ashore
the northern coast of Western Australia on § January 1688." Dampier described
a land of “dry sandy soil, destitute of Water, except you make Wells,” with “no
Trees that bore Fruit or Berries.” The inhabitants were the “miserablest People in
the World,” having “no one graceful feature in their faces.”* Sadeur found the
Southern Land to be temperate, fertile and with a population of just under one
hundred million people, who lived on a vegetarian diet consisting primarily of
fruit, and whose robust constitution was unaffected by illness."

Dampier observed that the people possessed “no sort of Cloaths,” only part of
the “rind of a Tree tyd like a Girdle about their wastes, and a handful of long
Grass, or 3 or 4 small green Boughs, full of Leaves, thrust under their Girdle, to
cover their nakedness.”'” Sadeur spoke of how for the Australians, eight-feet tall
fully-grown, total nudity came so naturally to them that even the suggestion of
covering the body was considered “hostile to nature and an insult to
reason.”* Sadeur, indeed, found himself somewhat disconcerted by his hosts’ com-
fortable nudity. He initially spoke of it to them with some disapproval. He admit-
ted desiring “to arouse them to what we call pleasure,” and confessed that the
brothers’ ardent caresses caused him “to experience a certain physical effect” which
deeply scandalised the Australians.”

Sadeur initially caused offence amongst his new hosts with his unrestrained
expression of his opinions and impertinent questions, but he learned to moderate
his discourse under the guidance of one of the elders, Suains. Suains played the
role of wise interlocutor on matters political, religious, social and philosophical, a
motif common to many utopias, like Swift’s wise Houyhnhnm in Gulliver’s trav-
els. Sadeur accepted Suains’ invitation to treat him as his “confessor,” establishing
a relationship with overtly religious connotations.” The dialogic form was a con-
venient literary device for airing differing opinions, affording the author a degree
of camouflage to advance heterodox notions and question some of the common-
place assumptions of his society. Like Robinson Crusoe attempting to explain
Christianity to a wiser-than-first- appeared Friday, Sadeur discovered during his
debates with Suains that not all his European certainties were so certain after all.

This was certainly the case with regard to sexual identity and gender. “Each
Australian,” Sadeur discovered, “has both sexes,” and “if a child happens to be born
with only one, they kill it as a monster.” Sadeur confessed to his mentor that
hermaphrodism was considered an affront to nature in his society. The belief that
monstrous children were signs of divine disfavour can be traced back to classical
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antiquity, when hermaphrodite children were left to die. According to the third-
century Roman statute Lex Repetundarum, upon which early modern European
civil and canon law drew, hermaphrodites were to be “assigned” a gender accord-
ing to which sex predominated in the individual.”* Suains responded that humans
must be whole and free to reason, and to “make a whole man requires both sexes.”
Sadeur found the elder’s arguments about hermaphroditic perfection difficult to
refute, although he ultimately rejected the ideal of hermaphroditic individuality
as the essence of humanity. He was, however, stirred to reflect upon early modern
gender relations in European society, and upon the “severe treatment of the sex
that nature owes so much to.” In an unusually explicit observation on contempo-
rary patriarchy, he confessed that “the great empire that the male has usurped over
the female was rather a form of tyranny than a just cause.™

By making monosexual children the monstrous births, Foigny was creating a
sexually upside-down world and inviting his readers to consider what other values
of their world could be inverted. He may also have been making an oblique
theological comment on creation. The Huguenot philosopher Pierre Bayle, in
Voltaire's opinion the greatest master of the art of reasoning that ever wrote,
thought this was Foigny’s subversive project. Bayle observed that there had been
many false and uncertain claims made regarding the origination and propagation
of mankind, including the “altogether false” proposition that Adam “was created
of both Sexes.” Bayle, familiar with Midrashim, noted that this “gross mistake of
the words of Scripture” derived from the belief of some Jewish exegetes that
Adam’s body was originally double-sexed, male on one side and female on the
other, joined at the shoulders with two heads looking in opposite directions Janus-
like, divided into two to create Eve.®

Bayle linked Foigny’s work to the revelations of the seventeenth-century Flem-
ish quietist mystic Antoinette Bourignon, the vocal critic of all contemporary
forms of religious organisation, quoting extensively her belief that the pre-lapsarian
Adam contained the principles of both sexes and the ability to reproduce his own
likeness, and the necessity of sexual union between the sexes for procreation was a
consequence of the Fall.*® He described the romantic narrations of Sadeur as “a
supplement to the chimerical fancies of Antoinette Bourignon,” viewing the Flem-
ish mystic and the Australian philosopher as being, apart from their understand-
ing of the consequences of sin, “as like one another as two drops of water.”

Hermaphroditically complete like the pre-lapsarian Adam, Foigny's Austral-
ians had no need of sexual intercourse in order to procreate. There was in his
account none of the scientific enquiry laced with sexual titillation that was a
common feature of sixteenth and seventeenth century scholarly treatments of
hermaphrodism, or the blatant pornography of literary treatments like Antonio
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Beccadelli's fifteenth-century Latin poem Hermaphroditus.” Indeed, Sadeur found
that the Australians were so innocent of sex that they were unaware of the means
by which they procreated. This line of thinking coincidentally bears some corre-
spondence to Australian aboriginal beliefs about procreation, though it was Edenic
notions of blissful sexual ignorance that influenced Foigny’s depiction.*

Bayle suggested that, in attributing paradisiacal elements to the Australians’
existence — ignorance of sexual relationships, shamelessness regarding nudity,
painless procreation, and lack of unchaste inclinations — Foigny was not only
recreating an Edenic utopia, he was suggesting that the Australians were not
descended from Adam. The notion of descent from an androgynous original, one
who never fell from a state of innocence, would, Bayle surmised, be one way for
an author to subtly insinuate a “pre-adamitical system” without arousing the suspi-
cion of censors. The most notorious seventeenth-century advocate of pre-Adamism
was the French Calvinist Isaac La Peyrére, whose Prac-Adamitae of 1655 attracted
a storm of controversy. If only, Bayle observed, he had employed Foigny's literary
camouflage he “would have avoided a great deal of trouble.™

If some aspects of the Australians’ sexual identity and practice were hard to
determine, Sadeur found that there was no subject more sensitive and hidden
among them than that of religion — it was a “heinous crime to speak of i,
whether for or against.”* Sadeur welcomed the opportunity to discourse about
God with Suains, initially believing that maybe God had led him to this land “to
serve him by enlightening this people.” It was a fleeting moment of missionary
zeal, dispelled as he learnt that the Australians were in no need of European
enlightenment. He was told that a first understanding of the Haab, or Incompre-
hensible, was instilled in the Australians at a very young age. They grew up to
believe in an omnipresent being, deserving all imaginable veneration, but such
veneration was to be in thought, not deed, and the incomprehensible being was
never to be spoken of. They had no need of priests, and the people assembled to
meditate, not to pray. Their great religion was never to speak of religion — they
worshipped without ceremonies a God they never mentioned.?!

When Sadeur asked the reason for this, he was given the utilitarian response
that silence, rather than heated interpretations and conjectures about the incom-
prehensible, served to prevent discord and bloody wars. When Suains asked the
question of Sadeur, as the representative of the Europeans, “are you all of like
mind as to the identity of this Incomprehensible Being,” the European had to
admit that divisions on this issue had caused hatred and interminable wars in his
world.” For the Australians, unburdened by concepts of Original Sin for they
believed that Adam was bi-sexed, untroubled by notions of a Chosen People for
they believed that it was nonsensical for God to favour some of his creatures over
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others, and unconcerned with ridiculous beliefs in the immortality of the soul,
religion was a matter of calm rationality. This calm, rational Australian religion
bore more than a passing resemblance to the increasingly prevalent anti-clerical
deism spreading across late-seventeenth century Europe, although in the Austral-
ian model its materialist model incorporated an element of metempsychosis.™

Nor were the Australians, with their belief in reincarnation, preoccupied with
concerns about the afterlife. They agreed that life was but “an agitation, a trouble,
and a torment,” and that in death was found the greatest happiness. Life was an
estate of misery, a temporary union between a spiritual soul and a material body
whose inclinations were perfectly opposing, but the Australians were assured that
they were “by nature noble, perfect, and worthy of eternal life.” When Sadeur
told the elder of all the afflictions and diseases that affected Europeans, he was at
a loss to comprehend how they could be so anxious to prolong their present
lives.™ In his society, those seeking the rest of death, normally over one hundred
years of age, must provide a relative or other suitable lieutenant to take their
place, and were then free to consume a special fruit which induced a bout of
extreme gaiety before the individual slipped into an eternal sleep. When Suains
retired from his life, he named Sadeur as his lieutenant. ™ A life lived well and a
good death, or euthanasia, was a notion common to classical Greek thought, whether
the individual’s end was voluntary or non-voluntary. Suicide, as Foigny depicted
the Australians embracing the end of their present life, was, though, judged deeply
inimical by Christian orthodoxy.*

Their life lived well was an educative as well as contemplative one. Theirs was a
rationality developed from a young age. From the age of three they were taught
basic knowledge and how to read; from the age of six they started learning to
write — a more advanced version of the standard European model, except that
their learning continued until the age of thirty, by which time they had perfected
their knowledge in all branches of science, including philosophy and the study of
the stars, without any observable difference amongst them in terms of capacity,
genius or learning.””

Only with regard to the study of their own history, conducted between the ages
of twenty-five and twenty-eight, did Sadeur find the Australians subject to the
same weakness as other races in their fondness for exaggerated chronologies and
fabulous tales about supposed ancestors. The Australians’ creation story bore more
than a passing resemblance to that related in the Old Testament, to the point of
being a parody of Jewish, and hence by implication Christian, revealed religion.
The Australians believed that they originated from the Haab or divinity, which
breathed out three beings from which they were all descended, much as God
breathed life into Adam. Like the Jews, the Australians possessed parchments
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recording the annals of their past held to be some cight thousand years old that
were revered as sacred objects whose authors, “incapable of deception,” set down
an objective account of events in their times.” Nothing, Sadeur found however,
was more ridiculous than the history they applied to the Europeans, believing
them to be the creation of a union between an enormous amphibious serpent and
asleeping man that produced two malicious and brutal offspring who coupled and
multiplied. Here, Foigny may have been drawing upon the unorthodox rabbinical
exegetical notion that the serpent in the Garden of Eden offered Eve more than
just an apple.*

Peaceful by nature, the Australians nevertheless found themselves obliged to
defend their paradisiacal land by force against various foes, including sea-mon-
sters (Europeans), great birds and a warlike race called the Fondins still ruled by
their passions, both sexual and violent. It was within this context that Sadeur’s
relationship with his Australian hosts irretrievably broke down. Their wars with
the Fondins, of which Sadeur participated in two, were bloody, and the Australian
warriors showed themselves to be courageous, imaginative and utterly ruthless,
putting the enemy women and children to the sword with the men.* It was
during the second of these engagements that Sadeur fell prey to his European
lusts. Encountering two young Fondin women (in the company of their mother),
he kissed them both, before seizing one of them. Two Australian soldiers caught
him in flagrante and massacred the women in front of him. He was sentenced to
death for his heinous crime, equated by his hosts to the offence of bestiality in
Europe.” Sadeur obtained a stay of execution and then managed to tame one of
the great birds that had helped bring him to the southern continent so many
vears before, and flew the coop. Eventually reaching sanctuary in Madagascar he
returned circuitously to Europe, only to die exhausted shortly after placing his
memoirs into the hands of Foigny.*

Foigny’s imaginative recreation of alternative models of life, in which his opin-
ions and agenda are cloaked in a blend of history, allegory and fantasy, always
surprises the reader. He collapsed and rebuilt the dichotomies of European society
— primitive vs. civilised, nature vs. culture, freedom vs. government, and threw in
a dose of gender relations for good measure. Irreligious yet moral, visionary yet
cautious, Foigny, frustrated by the shackles placed upon him particularly by reli-
gious authorities, was a discombobulated figure in the transforming ideological
landscape of the Old World who used the New World to excoriate the failings of
European society. His unique combination of sexual inversion and critique of
revealed religion posed fundamental questions of the early modern European
social and religious order. He created a flawed Eden, one without government or
practised religion, without sexual distinction or repression, seemingly protected
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from the darker aspects of human nature, in which the people lived blissful lives
and blissful deaths, but vet somehow it remained an unsatisfying Paradise in
which individuality was subsumed by collective uniformity. The reader is ulti-
mately invited to applaud Sadeur, initially the European whose enlightenment
proved illusory, as he flees the Australian society that initially appeared so en-
lightened. In the end it turned out that the utopia was a dystopia, and the New
World was not the Promised Land after all.

University of London, UK
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