Chateaubriand
and Kateri Tekakwitha

RANCOIS RENE VISCOUNT DE CHATEAUBRIAND,
“the father of romanticism”, was born on September 4,
1768 in St. Malo, Lower Brittany. He grew up near
the sea and later at the somber Combourg castle. Both
his parents were of a melancholic disposition, and with
his sister, Lucille, of an artistic but somewhat morbid

nature, strongly marked young René.

In 1786, he became second lieutenant in the Navarre regiment; the
same year he was presented at Court, and introduced to the literary
celebrities of the time. The historical relations of the great explorers
led him to America, where he remained from July 10 to December 10,
1791. To an astonished President Washington, he explained that he
was going in search of the Northwest Passage. But the news of the
beheading of Louis XVI, drew him back to Europe, where he married
before joining the Princes’ armies at Coblenz. Wounded at the seige
of Thionville, he fled to England where he resided from 1793-1800.

While he was in London, he wrote his first book, Essai sur.les
révolutions, tainted with a skepticism, from which the death of his
mother and sister delivered him. After returning to France, he
published Atala in 1801, and, in 1802, Le Génie du christianisme,
a resounding success. It was an aesthetic defense of Christianity —
the source of most of the theses he enlarged upon in his subsequent
works. Of all religions, he claimed, Christianity is the most poetic, the
most human, the most conducive to liberty, and the most favorable
to arts and letters.

During more than twenty years, book upon book came from his
tireless pen. In 1826, appeared Les Natchez. From this epic in prose,
the following pages have been taken: they speak of the two patronesses
of Old and of New France: St. Genevieve and, what is of more
interest to us, the Venerable Kateri Tekakwitha.

='g=

Photo: Armour Landry

The Two Patronesses

by Frangois René Viscount de Chateaubriand

... Doubtless a powerful spirit,
a famous conqueror protects from
high Heaven your France’s double
empire? No! It is a shepherdess in
Europe, and a daughter of the
forests in America! Genevieve from
the hamlet of Nanterre, and you,
Catherine of the Canadian wild-
wood, extend forever your crook
and your beechwood staff on my
country! preserve for it this sim-
plicity, these natural graces which it
doubtless inherits from it patro-
nesses !

Born of a Christian mother and
of a non-Christian father?, under
the bark roof of an Indian family,
Catherine, brought up in the reli-
gion of her mother, gave promise

1. Chateaubriand resumes the life of Kateri
Tekakwitha, contained in Charlevoix’s His-
toire de la Nouvelle France, 1, 572-587.
There he found this comparison of Kateri
with St. Genevieve: “Thus New France like
the capital of Old France, behold the glory
of a poor Indian girl and of a shepherdess
shine above that of so many apostolic men,
martyrs and other saints of all conditions
of life. (For our English version, see Shea’s
History of New France, IV, 296, Loyola
University Press, Chicago, Ill., 1962.)

The footnotes are generally inspired by
Gilbert Chinard’s critical edition of Les
Natchez, Paris, 1932,
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Chateaubriand’s bedroom in his residence at St. Malo, where he spent the last

years of his life.

from childhood that the divine
spouse had singled her out for his
chaste embraces. She had hardly
completed four lusters* when she
was called to these domains of in-
corruptibility, where the Angels un-
ceasingly celebrate the nuptials of
those women who have renounced
the world to unite themselves to
Heaven. Catherine’s virtues shone
after her death; God honored her

2. Luster: a period of five years.
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tomb with abundant and signal
miracles, proportionately to the
poverty and obscurity of the Saint
here below. She was publicly hon-
ored as the patroness of Canada:
a cultus was rendered to her beside
a fountain, under the name of the
Good Catherine of the Woodland.
This maiden never ceased to watch
over the safety of New France and
to interest herself in the inhabitants

Le livee et le cierge allumé, sur legquel un diable soutfle en vain,
sont de constants attributs de Geneviéve dans les représentations,
peintures ou starues.
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The book and the lighted candle on which the devil blows in vain, are the
constant attributes of St. Genevieve in representations, paintings and statues.




of the desert. She then was coming
back with Genevieve from the abode
of men,

The patronesses of the sons of
St. Louis, had taken alarm at the
calamities with which Satan threat-
ened the French empire in America:
the same workings of charity were
carrying them to the celestial habita-
tion to implore Mary's mercy. Sad
inasmuch as spiritual substances are
capable of grief, they shed those
interior tears which God bestowed
upon the elect; they experienced
that sort of pity which the Angel
feels for man, and which, far from
troubling Jerusalem the Peaceful,
adds to the bliss therein enjoyed.

Genevieve still carries in her hand
her crook trimmed with garlands of
ivy, but this crook is brighter than
the scepter of an Oriental monarch.
The roses which crown the brow of
the daughter of the Gauls are no
longer the ephemeral roses with
which the shepherdess adorned her-
self in the fields of Lutetia?; they
are roses which never wither, and
which grow in the marvelous plains
in the footsteps of the spotless

3. Roman name of Paris.

Lamb. Genevieve! a white cloud
makes up your raiment; hair of
liquid gold divinely contours your
head: through your immortality one
recognizes the graces replete with
love, the indescribable charms of a
maiden of France!

Simpler too than the patroness of
cultured France, is perhaps the pa-
troness of France of the wilderness.
Catherine shines with the splendor
that appeared in her when she
ceased to exist. The faithful, having
flocked to her death couch, saw
her features take on a rosy hue,
with an unknown beauty that in-
spired a preference for virtue and a
desire to be holy. Catherine retains
with the transparency of her glori-
fied body the Indian tunic and the
curved staff used for tilling: daugh-
ter of solitude, she loves Him, who
retired to the desert, before im-
molating Himself, for the salvation
of mankind.

Thus the two Saints travelled
together: the one who saved Paris
from Attila: Genevieve who pre-
ceded the first of the most Christian
kings, who, in the long process of
time, opposed the obscurity and the
virtue of her ashes to all the pomps
and all the calamities of the Cape-
tian monarchy; the other who pre-
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ceded on earth only by a few years
the last of the most Christian kings,
Catherine who knows only the story
of a few apostles of New France,
like those that the shepherd-lass of
Nanterre saw when the Gospel pen-
etrated into ancient Gaul.

The spouses of the Lord took it
upon themselves to transmit the
message of the Angel of America,
who immediately swooped down to
earth, while they continued their
way toward the heavens.

In a field of the sun, in prairies
whose soil seems to be of chalced-
ony, onyx and sapphire, are drawn
up in rows the subtle chariots of the
soul, chariots that move by them-
selves and that are fashioned in the
same manner as the stars.® One after
the other, the two Saints take place
on one of these chariots. They leave
the sphere of light, rise more rapidly
than thought, and soon behold the
sun suspended below them in space
as an imperceptible star.®

4. “This is used for emphasis, concerning
the death of Louis XVL I wrote a year after
the death of the Martyr King." (Chateau-
briand’s notes.)

5. Inspired by Plato.

6. Chateaubriand is strongly influenced by
Plato and Milton whom he had read and
meditated during his stay in England.

They follow the course set in
diamond-shaped light by the spirits
of the Just who, released from the
fetters of the body, take flight to
the sojourn of eternal joy. On this
course, come and go the souls that
have been freed, as well as 2 multi-
tude of Angels: these Angels des-
cend towards the different worlds
to execute the orders of the Most
High, or ascend to Him, laden
with the prayers and wishes of
mortals.

Soon the Saints arrive at this
region which extends beneath the
land of stars, whence one discovers
the sun, the moon and the planets
such as they really are, without the
coarse medium of the air which
disguises them in the eyes of men.?
Twelve bands of different color
compose this purified region, of
which ours is the material sediment:
one of these bands is of a brilliant
purple, another of a vivid azure,
a third as white as snow: these
colors surpass in brightness those of

7. Much of this has been taken from
Timaeus, a dialogue by Plato, named after
the chiel interlocutor, a Pythagorean philo-
sopher, and from the same author's Phaedo,
another dialogue treating of the immortality
of the soul, and purporting to be a report
of Socrates’ conversation shortly before his
death; — so named from the chief speaker,
a disciple of Socrates.
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This picture of the monument to Father Bartolomé de Las Casas, O.P., (1474
1566), “Protector of the Indians”, was taken in the courtyard of one of the old
buildings of the Universidad de México a few years before the University
moved to its present ultra-modern campus.

our paintings, which are mere sha-
dows of them.®

Catherine and Genevieve cross
this area without pause, and soon
they hear that harmony of the
celestial spheres which the ear is
unable to grasp, and which reaches
only the interior perception of the
soul. They enter into the region of
the stars seen by them as so many
suns with their systems of tributary
planets. Majesty of God! Who can
understand you? Already the Saints
draw near to those initial worlds
placed at distances that a ball pro-
jected by saltpeter would take mil-
lions of years to clear; and still
the two maidens are only at the
farthest reaches of the kingdom of
Jehovah, and suns after suns loom
up in this immensity, and unknown
creations succeed to creations even
more unknown!

A man who, to understand in-
finity, having taken place by imagi-
nation in the midst of space, would
seek to imagine expanse followed
by expanse, regions beginning and
ending nowhere, this man, bewil-
dered, would turn his thoughts away
from such a vain undertaking: such
would be my useless efforts, should
I try to set the course followed by
Genevieve and Catherine. Sometimes

8. Also taken from Phaedo, in which the
earth is compared to a ball made up of
twelve bands, all of different colors.

they open up a way through star
dust; sometimes they cut across un-
known orbits where comets rove in
space. The two Saints believe they
are making some progress but they
are only coming to the common
axle of all the created universes.

All these worlds revolve in ca-
dence around this living and im-
mortal axle of gold.® At even inter-
vals, along this axle are seated three
severe Spirits: the first is the Angel
of the past, the second the Angel of
the present, the third the Angel of
the future. These are the three
Powers that let time fall to earth,
for time does not enter into heaven
and does not descend therefrom.
Three inferior Angels, like the fabu-
lous Sirens for beauty of voice, stand
at the feet of these first three An-
gels, and sing with all their might:
the sound produced by the axle-tree
revolving upon itself, accompanies
their hymns. This concert forms the
triple voice of time that relates the
past, the present and the future, and
that sages have sometimes heard on
earth by listening near a tomb
during the quiet of night.

The subtle chariot of the soul
is still in flight, the spouses of
Jesus Christ land on these globes
to which hasten the souls of men
that the Eternal created on further
reflection, after having thought of

9. Inspired by Plato’s Republic.
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The Jesuit Martyrs i

“At the same instant, Blessed Las Casas and the Canadian Martyrs Brébeuf
and Jogues, followed hard in their footsteps...”

the angels.’® All at once God form-
ed all the exemplars of human
souls, and distributed them in dif-
ferent habitations, where they bide
their time until the moment comes
to join them to their earthly bodies.
Creation was one and entire. God
does not admit of succession to
create,

The chaste pilgrims were moved
at the spectacle of these souls equal
in innocence that were to become
unequal through sin; the ones re-
maining immaculate, the others car-
rying the marks of the nails, with
which their passions one day would
fasten them to flesh and blood.™

Beyond these globes where slum-
ber the souls which have not yet
undergone mortal life, opens out
the valley to which they must return
to be judged, after their passage on
earth’? The Saints espied in the
formidable Jehoshaphat the pale-
green horse mounted by Death, the

10, Doctrine of a few Fathers of the
Church. (Chateaubriand's noftes).

11. “Many Fathers of the Church hold to
these teachings, which are not here a rule of
faith, but matter for poetry.”" (Chateau-
briand’'s notes).

This note seems to be an ulterior justifi-
cation by the author. As a matter of fact,
he received his inspiration from Plato's
Timaeus; his assertion that creation was one
and entire is inspired by Milton,

12, This entire passage is a mosaic of
biblical texts: Joel, 3,2; Apoc., 6,8; 9,3-9;
15,7; 17,3; 17,5; 9,2; 11,15; 11,18.

locusts with the faces of men, and
teeth of lions, and sounding wings
as of a war-chariot. There appear
the seven Angels with seven bowls,
full of the wrath of God; there is
the women sitting upon a scarlet-
colored beast, on whose forehead is
written mystery. The pit of the abyss
is veiled in smoke at one of the
extremities of the valley, and the
Angel of judgement approaching
little by little the trumpet to his
lips, seems to fill it with the breath
that will say to the dead: “Arise/"3

On leaving the mystical valley,
Genevieve and Catherine enter at
last into those regions where the
joys of heaven begin. These joys
are not like ours, subject to fatigue
and surfeit of heart; they nourish,
on the contrary, in whoever tastes
them, an insatiable thirst to taste
them again.

As the patronesses of France ap-
proach the abode of Divinity, light
and blissfulness increase, As soon as
they perceive the walls of the heav-
enly Jerusalem, they alight from
the chariot and prostrate themselves
as the pilgrims in the fields of
Judea, when, in the splendor of
the South, Sion suddenly appears
to their ardent faith. Genevieve and
Catherine arise, and gliding on the

13. St. Jerome uses the same expression in
his Regula Monachorum, Ch. XXX.
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air, which is not air, but must be
thus called to make oneself under-
stood, they enter through the East-
ern door. At the same instant,
Blessed Las Casas and the Canadian
Martyrs, Brébeuf and Jogues, fol-
low hard in Catherine's footsteps.
Ever burning with charity for the
Indians, they incessantly see to their
salvation. As an effect of God’s
glory the more these confessors en-
dured at the hands of their thankless
neophytes, the more they love them.
Las Casas addressed himself to the
patroness of New France:

“Servant of the Lord, is some
peril hanging over our brothers of
the countries of America? The sad-
ness of your countenance and of
Genevieve's, would lead me to fear
some misfortune. We have been
engaged in singing the creation of
a world, and I have been unable
to descend to the sublunar regions.”

"Protector of the long houses,”
answered Catherine, “your kindness
of heart did not take alarm in vain.
Through Satan, Hell has been let
loose on America: the French and
their Indian brothers are threatened.
The Guardian Angel of the New
World was compelled to ascend to-
wards Uriel, to inform him of the
outrages of the evil spirits. I come,
entrusted with his message, accom-
panied by the maiden of the Seine,
to beseech Mary to intercede with
the Redeemer. Prelate! and you,

Confessors of the faith, join with
us in imploring divine mercy."”

While the daughter of torrents
was thus talking, the Saints, Angels,
Archangels, Seraphim and Cheru-
bim gathered around them, gave
way to religious sorrow. Las Casas
and the Canadian missionaries, glo-
rious in their wounds, joined the
two illustrious women. Here comes
saintly King Louis, with palm in
hand, who takes place at the head
of the children of France, and leads
the suppliants to the Tabernacles of
Mary. They advance in the midst
of the celestial choirs through the
country forever inhabited by men
who practised virtue . . .

In the regions of grace and love,
the holy king and the holy patron-
esses of France, go in search of
Mary's throne. A song like a Ser-
aph’s informs them of the place
where resides the Virgin who con-
tained within her womb Him whom
the universe cannot contain. They
discover in a glorious manger, midst
of in the midst of Angels in
adoration, in the flowers, the liber-
atress of the world, adorned with
the seven gifts of the Holy Spirit.
Alone among all the Just, Mary has
retained a body. A tender com-
passion for mankind whose daughter
she was, a patience, an unequalled
gentleness, shine upon the brow of
the Mother of the Savior.
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St. Louis of France dispensing justice at Vincennes

“Here comes saintly King Louis, with palm in hand, who takes place at the
head of the children of France, and leads the suppliants to the Tabernacles
of Mary...”




' w-( ot

Pinxit M. M. Nealis, RS.HJ. Photo: F. Topp.
The Venerable Kateri Tekakwitha
“0Oh, Mary! receive the humble wishes of the daughter of a new Church, of
the first maiden consecrated on the banks of a torrent!”

Genevieve, Catherine, Louis, king
in heaven as well as on earth, Bles-
sed Las Casas, the Holy Martyrs of
New France advance in the midst
of the heavenly throng, which
opening up before them, lets them
approach the throne of Mary; they
prostrate themselves before it. Cath-
erine;

“Mother of the Emmanuel! Sec-
ond Eve, queen whose most un-
worthy subject I am, have mercy on
a people ready to perish. The ser-
pent whose head you crushed, has
returned to the world to persecute
humanity, and especially the new
empire of St. Louis. Oh, Mary!
receive the humble wishes of the
daughter of a new Church, of the
first maiden consecrated on the bank
of a torrent! listen to the prayer
of this other maiden and of the
saints, deeply humbled at your
feet!"

Divine Mother of God, you
opened your lips: a delightful fra-
grance filled the immensity of heav-
en. Such were your words:

“Maiden of the desert, charitable
patronesses of the two lands of
France, holy king, merciful prelate,
and you, courageous martyrs, your
prayers have found favor in my ear:
I shall ascend to the throne of my

son.

So she spoke and departed as a
dove taking flight ...
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