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Abstract: The article examines the opposition between the Ancient East and the Modern West in nineteenth-
century French literature. It analyzes how French Romantic and post-Romantic writers represented the Orient as 
a space of antiquity, spirituality, and historical continuity, while portraying the West as a symbol of modernity and 
progress. The study focuses on the works of François-René de Chateaubriand, Alphonse de Lamartine, Gérard de 
Nerval, Victor Hugo, and Gustave Flaubert, whose writings contributed to the development of Orientalist 
discourse. Drawing on Edward Said’s theory of Orientalism, the article shows that the East–West opposition 
functions not only as a literary motif but also as a broader cultural paradigm reflecting nineteenth-century 
European views of civilization and cultural identity. 
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Introduction: The nineteenth century occupies a 

central place in the development of European literary 

representations of the Orient. During this period, 

French writers actively participated in the cultural 

construction of a symbolic opposition between the 

“Ancient East” and the “Modern West.” This binary 

model, deeply rooted in European intellectual history, 

shaped literary discourse and influenced the 

perception of Eastern civilizations in Western cultural 

consciousness. 

In nineteenth-century French literature, the East was 

frequently portrayed as ancient, spiritual, and static, 

while the West appeared as progressive, rational, and 

historically dynamic. Such representations were not 

merely literary motifs but part of a broader ideological 

system that structured European thinking about 

cultural difference. As Edward Said argues in his 

influential study Orientalism, the Orient became a 

discursive construct through which the West defined 

itself: 

“The Orient was almost a European invention, and had 

been since antiquity a place of romance, exotic beings, 

haunting memories and landscapes.” 

(Said, 1978, p. 1) 

French Romantic and post-Romantic authors played a 

crucial role in shaping this discourse. Writers such as 

François-René de Chateaubriand, Alphonse de 

Lamartine, Gérard de Nerval, Victor Hugo, and Gustave 

Flaubert travelled to or wrote about the Middle East 

and North Africa, transforming their experiences into 

literary narratives that defined the Orient as both a 

historical relic and a source of aesthetic inspiration. 

The purpose of this article is to analyze how 

nineteenth-century French literature constructs the 

opposition between the Ancient East and the Modern 

West. The study examines the philosophical 

foundations of this dichotomy, its manifestation in 

literary imagery, and its role in shaping cultural 

representations of the Orient. 
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Historical and Cultural Context of French Orientalism 

The fascination with the Orient in nineteenth-century 

France emerged from several historical and intellectual 

factors. The Napoleonic campaign in Egypt (1798–

1801), the expansion of European colonial influence, 

and the growing interest in archaeology and philology 

all contributed to the rise of Oriental studies in France. 

During this period, the Orient was increasingly 

perceived as the cradle of ancient civilization. European 

scholars associated the region with biblical history, 

classical antiquity, and early religious traditions. 

Consequently, the East came to symbolize humanity’s 

distant past, while Europe represented modern 

civilization. 

Literary Orientalism developed within this intellectual 

context. According to Said, Orientalism functioned as a 

cultural system that produced knowledge about the 

East while simultaneously reinforcing Western identity: 

“Orientalism can be discussed and analyzed as the 

corporate institution for dealing with the Orient — 

dealing with it by making statements about it, 

authorizing views of it, describing it, teaching it, settling 

it.” 

(Said, 1978, p. 3) 

French literature of the nineteenth century absorbed 

these ideas and translated them into aesthetic form. 

The Orient became a literary landscape where Western 

authors explored themes of history, spirituality, 

sensuality, and cultural difference. 

The East as the Symbol of Antiquity and Timeless 

Civilization 

One of the most prominent characteristics of 

Orientalist literature is the depiction of the East as an 

ancient and immutable world. Romantic writers often 

portrayed Eastern societies as civilizations that had 

preserved their historical traditions while Europe 

advanced toward modernity. 

François-René de Chateaubriand’s travel narrative 

Itinéraire de Paris à Jérusalem  (1811) is one of the 

earliest influential texts that shaped this perception. 

Reflecting on the landscapes of the Middle East, 

Chateaubriand emphasizes the historical depth of the 

region: 

« Tout ici rappelle les premiers âges du monde ; la terre 

semble porter encore l’empreinte des pas des 

patriarches. » 

(Chateaubriand, 1811) 

This description presents the Orient as a space where 

sacred history remains visible in the physical landscape. 

The East appears as a living archive of humanity’s 

origins. 

Similarly, Alphonse de Lamartine’s Voyage en Orient 

(1835)  constructs the Orient as a realm of historical 

continuity and spiritual depth. Lamartine frequently 

contrasts Eastern landscapes with the rapid 

transformations occurring in Europe. In one passage he 

writes: 

« L’Orient est le pays du soleil et du passé ; chaque 

pierre y parle d’une antiquité sacrée. » 

(Lamartine, 1835) 

The emphasis on antiquity reinforces the idea that the 

East belongs to a different historical time — a time 

associated with the origins of civilization rather than 

with modern progress. 

Gérard de Nerval also contributes to this 

representation in Voyage en Orient (1851) . Nerval 

interprets the Orient not only as an ancient civilization 

but also as a repository of myth and mysticism. Nerval 

presents the Orient as the cradle of religions and 

myths, where humanity’s earliest spiritual visions 

emerged. 

(Nerval, 1851) For Romantic writers, therefore, the East 

symbolized the spiritual beginnings of humanity. Its 

antiquity became a source of poetic inspiration and 

philosophical reflection. 

Another key feature of nineteenth-century Orientalist 

literature is the use of vivid sensory imagery to portray 

Eastern landscapes and cultures. French authors 

frequently described the Orient in terms of color, 

sound, and atmosphere, creating a sense of exotic 

difference. 

Victor Hugo’s poetry collection Les Orientales (1829) 

illustrates this aesthetic fascination with the East. 

Hugo’s poems evoke images of deserts, palaces, and 

ancient cities, transforming the Orient into a poetic 

spectacle. In the poem “Les Djinns,” the mysterious 

atmosphere of the East is conveyed through rhythmic 

and acoustic effects. Victor Hugo’s collection “Les 

Orientales” portrays the East through vivid imagery of 

light, colour, and dreamlike atmosphere, contributing 
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to the Romantic construction of the Orient as a space 

of exotic beauty and imagination (Hugo, 1829). Such 

imagery contributes to the romanticization of the East 

as a space of beauty and imagination. 

However, this aesthetic fascination often coexists with 

a sense of distance. The East appears as an exotic world 

fundamentally different from modern Europe. Through 

these literary techniques, French authors reinforce the 

cultural boundary between East and West. 

Gustave Flaubert and the Ambivalence of Orientalism 

The works of Gustave Flaubert represent one of the 

most complex examples of Orientalist discourse in 

nineteenth-century French literature. Flaubert 

travelled to Egypt, Syria, and Palestine between 1849 

and 1851, and his letters from the journey reveal both 

fascination and skepticism toward the Orient. 

In a letter to his mother written during his stay in Egypt, 

Flaubert describes the overwhelming sensory richness 

of the Eastern environment. Flaubert’s letters from the 

East describe the Orient as a dazzling spectacle filled 

with light and vivid colours, emphasizing the sensory 

richness of Eastern landscapes (Flaubert, 

Correspondance, 1850). At the same time, Flaubert 

often depicts Eastern societies as historically static, 

emphasizing what he perceived as a sense of long-

standing social immobility in the region. This 

observation reflects a common European perception of 

the East as a civilization that had ceased to evolve. 

Flaubert’s novel Salammbô (1862) further illustrates 

this ambivalent attitude. Set in ancient Carthage, the 

novel presents the Orient as a world of intense 

passions, ritual violence, and exotic splendor. The 

narrative emphasizes sensory excess and historical 

distance, reinforcing the perception of the East as 

fundamentally different from modern Europe. 

Scholars have noted that Flaubert’s writings embody 

the contradictions of Orientalism: admiration for 

Eastern culture combined with the belief in Western 

cultural superiority. 

The West as the Symbol of Modernity and Historical 

Progress 

In contrast to the ancient and timeless East, 

nineteenth-century French literature frequently 

depicts the West as the center of modern civilization. 

The Enlightenment heritage of rationalism, scientific 

progress, and political reform shaped the European 

perception of modernity. 

European writers often interpreted the historical 

development of Western societies as evidence of 

cultural advancement. The Industrial Revolution, 

technological innovation, and the growth of urban life 

reinforced the idea that Europe represented the future 

of civilization. Within this framework, the Orient 

appeared as a contrast — a civilization rooted in 

tradition rather than innovation. Literary 

representations often emphasized this difference in 

order to highlight Western progress. 

As Said explains, Orientalism constructs the East as a 

“contrasting image” that helps define Western identity: 

“The Orient is not only adjacent to Europe; it is also the 

place of Europe’s greatest and richest colonies, the 

source of its civilizations and languages, its cultural 

contestant, and one of its deepest and most recurring 

images of the Other.”  (Said, 1978, p. 1) 

Thus, the literary opposition between East and West 

reflects broader cultural and political dynamics. 

The opposition between East and West in nineteenth-

century literature carries significant philosophical 

implications. Many writers associated the East with 

spirituality and emotional depth, while the West 

represented rationality and intellectual clarity. 

This symbolic division reflects broader debates about 

modernity in European thought. Industrialization and 

urbanization transformed Western societies, leading 

some intellectuals to question the spiritual 

consequences of modernization. In this context, the 

Orient appeared as an alternative cultural model — a 

civilization perceived as closer to nature and tradition. 

However, this admiration was often accompanied by a 

hierarchical perspective. The East was admired for its 

antiquity but also viewed as politically and socially 

stagnant. 

Modern literary scholarship describes this 

phenomenon as the “ambivalence of Orientalism.” The 

East is simultaneously romanticized and subordinated 

within Western cultural discourse. 

CONCLUSION 

The opposition between the Ancient East and the 

Modern West constitutes one of the most significant 

themes in nineteenth-century French literature. 
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Through travel narratives, poetry, and novels, French 

writers constructed a cultural framework in which the 

Orient symbolized antiquity, spirituality, and 

timelessness, while Europe embodied modernity, 

rationality, and progress. 

Authors such as Chateaubriand, Lamartine, Nerval, 

Hugo, and Flaubert played a central role in shaping 

these representations. Their works reveal both 

fascination with Eastern cultures and the influence of 

Orientalist ideology. The study of these literary 

representations remains essential for understanding 

how cultural identities are constructed through 

discourse. By analyzing the opposition between East 

and West in nineteenth-century literature, scholars can 

better understand the historical roots of contemporary 

perceptions of cultural difference. 
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