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Hans Christian Andersen’s Mulatten

Theatrical Success, Abolitionist Failure

Troy Wellington Smith

Set on the French West Indian island of Martinique prior to
the abolition of slavery, Hans Christian Andersen’s drama
Mulatten (1840) would seem poised to become a central text in
postcolonial studies, not least because its author’s fairy tales are
among the most widely translated literary works in all of world
history. Accustomed to only the more fantastical of these tales,
readers outside of Scandinavia may be surprised by the choice
of so timely a topic as chattel slavery, especially if they are
unaware of the historical entanglement of the Danish Crown
in the triangular trade between the Gold Coast of Africa, the
sugar colonies in the Caribbean, and Europe.

Its content notwithstanding, Mulatten is not a ‘problem
play’ avant la lettre. It may contain a cruel enslaver of African
people, but the hero of the piece is a reportedly benevolent
enslaver with no intentions of emancipating his enslaved
workers. Abolitionist discourse may not always challenge the
racist ideology undergirding chattel slavery (e.g. Harriet
Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin), but, by definition, it
should delegitimise even the most paternalistic manifestations
of ‘the peculiar institution’. An abolitionist, as defined by the
American historian James M. McPherson, is someone who
‘agitated for the immediate, unconditional, and universal
abolition of slavery’.! There is, then, a vital distinction between
an abolitionist and a different sort of activist who sought to
check the growth of slavery or to gradually phase it out. By this
measure, Mulatten fails to rise to the level of abolitionist

! James M. McPherson, The Struggle for Equality: Abolitionists and the Negro in the
Civil War and Reconstruction (Princeton University Press, 1992), 3.
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ABOLITION AND THE NORDIC

discourse. More precisely, we might say that the play lacks an
abolitionist poetics, since its handling of plot and character
neither explicitly nor implicitly calls for an ‘immediate,
unconditional, and universal’ end to enslavement. Indeed, it is
an open question as to whether Mulatten can be described as
anti-slavery, even if this term is reduced to a vague, depoli-
ticised sentiment.

On 3 February 1840, Mulatten premiered at the Royal
Theatre in Copenhagen. Two days later, C.A. Reitzel’s shop
offered the book for purchase. Performed 21 times during the
lifetime of its author, Mulatten would net Andersen a princely
sum of 800 to 1,000 rixdollars.> Quickly translated into
Swedish, Mulatten was staged at the Royal Theatre in Stock-
holm, and the poet Ridderstad honoured Andersen by penning
a sequel to his play. Troupes of travelling dramatists performed
Mulatten in Danish and in Swedish in Malmé and the smaller
towns, and the students of Lund féted the playwright.’ In
subsequent decades, Mulatten appeared on the stage of the
Casino Theatre in Copenhagen, and there were even perfor-
mances in Andersen’s hometown of Odense.*

Although Mulatten’s subtitle, Originalt romantisk Drama i
fem Akter, insists on the play’s uniqueness, Andersen had in
fact adapted it from Fanny Reybaud’s novella Les épaves,’
which had appeared in the Revue de Paris in 1838. The verse of
Andersen’s drama may be innovative, but the plot closely fol-
lows the source text, an unoriginality that an anonymous

% Johan de Mylius, H. C. Andersens liv. Dag for dag (Aschehoug, 1998), 77.

*H. C. Andersen, Mit Livs Eventyr, ed. H. Topsoe-Jensen (Gyldendal, 1996), 223-24.
* Frank Hugus, ‘Further Thoughts on the Dramas’, in Two Dramas: ‘The Mulatto’
and ‘The Moorish Girl’, by Hans Christian Andersen (Agarita Press, 2021), 196.

® ‘Epaves: (fransk) herrelost gods eller herrlase personer: her om omstrejfende herre-
lgse, men ufri [...] som guvernementet har ret til at beslagleegge og gere til sin ejen-
dom’. (Epaves: [French] masterless estates or masterless persons; here in reference to
wandering but unfree masterless persons [...] whom the government has the right to
seize and make its possession.) Doris Ottesen and Carsten Bach-Nielsen, Vestindiske
spor. Dansk Vestindien i den koloniale og efterkoloniale litteraturhistorie (Syddansk
Universitetsforlag, 2020), 49n. All translations are my own.
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HANS CHRISTIAN ANDERSEN’S MULATTEN

reviewer in Fedrelandet was quick to point out.®* And while
Andersen credited Reybaud in his fair copy, the compositor
left out this all-important note!” Rather than moving the action
to St. Croix, St. Thomas, or St. John (which were then Danish
colonial possessions in the Caribbean), Andersen retains the
French setting of Martinique. As both the novella and the play
feature a vicious enslaver and a climactic interracial marriage,
Andersen adhered to the location less out of laziness, and more
out of caution. Denmark had been the first European power to
abolish its trade in enslaved African people, but chattel slavery
would persist in the Danish West Indies up until July 1848,
when an uprising led by the Black freeman Moses Gottlieb
(popularly known as General Buddhoe) caused Governor-
General Peter von Scholten to declare to a crowd of enslaved
people gathered outside of his residence in Frederiksted, ‘Now
you are free!” That September, King Frederik VII would sign
this proclamation into law.* In 1840, however, an unflattering
depiction of the Danish plantation economy could easily have
been interpreted as a protest against the rule of the absolute
monarchy. Furthermore, by the idealist standards of the
period, such realism would have been in bad taste. According
to Elisabeth Oxfeldt, if Mulatten had been given a Danish back-
drop, it ‘could be reckoned as unesthetic, as well as unlawful’,
since the political was not supposed to mix with the artistic,
and censorship was the order of the day.’

In her dissertation, Sine Jensen Smed challenges Oxfeldt’s
assertion, noting that Henrik Hertz’s novella De Frifarvede,

¢ Anonymous, review of Mulatten. Originalt romantisk Drama i fem Akter by H. C.
Andersen, Fedrelandet, 16 February 1840, columns 436-40. For a scholarly analysis
of Andersen’s borrowings from Reybaud, see Bo Grenbech, ‘Om “Mulatten” og dens
franske forlaeg’, Anderseniana (1978-1979): 43-59.

7 Hugus, ‘Further Thoughts’, 196.

8 Knud Eyvin Bugge, Grundtvig og slavesagen (Aarhus Universitetsforlag, 2003), 179.
® ‘kunne regnes som uestetisk sivel som ulovlig’. Elisabeth Oxfeldt, ““Han er jo
neasten hvid.” Race, identitet og isceneszttelse i H. C. Andersens Mulatter’, Spring.
Tidsskrift for moderne dansk litteratur 22 (2004): 44.
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which is set in the Danish West Indies, had been published in
1836 without causing offense. Furthermore, Smed continues,
the novelist Carsten Hauch had written Andersen a letter to
the effect that his play would enjoy additional interest on the
late Frederik VI’s behalf once the theatres reopened after the
prescribed period of mourning for him; as crown prince,
Frederik had been credited with Denmark’s unprecedented
abolition of its trade in enslaved people, which was proclaimed
by King Christian VII in 1792 and went into effect in 1803. On
Hauch’s understanding, Frederik would have smiled upon a
drama that appeared to criticise the cruel treatment of enslaved
people in general and - by extension - the treatment of the
enslaved people in the Danish West Indies in particular.”
Although De Frifarvede is broadly anti-racist, it is not abo-
litionist."! Furthermore, as a novella, it is less public than a play
and would not have been subjected to the same level of cen-
sorship and scrutiny. That may have been why Hertz had no
problem setting it in the Danish West Indies. Mulatten is not
abolitionist either, but it does draw on stock characters from
the contemporary European literature set in the Caribbean,'
such as ‘the decadent, idle planter’s wife who lacks empathy for

10 Sine Jensen Smed, ‘Imellem verdener — om mulatfiguren i 1830’erne og 1840’ernes
danske litteratur om Vestindien’ (PhD diss., Aarhus University, 2019), 221. I would
like to thank one of the anonymous peer reviewers for introducing me to this
scholar’s work, which aligns with many of my interpretations in the present article.
In De Frifarvede, at the Huqueville plantation on St. Croix, ‘ingen Mislyd sporedes,
og [...] dette isaer var tydeligt ved det smukke Forhold mellem Herskabet og dets
Tydende og Slaver’ (no dissonance was detected, and [...] this was particularly
evident by the beautiful relations between the mistresses and their servants and
slaves) (144). While Hertz’s narrator revels in the anti-abolitionist myth of a benign
slavery, it is apparent that slavery is not always beneficent in the world of this novella.
After setting foot on the friendly Huqueville plantation, George Graves is quick to
realise ‘at den Aand, der herskede her, var meget forskjellig fra den i hans Moders
Huus’ (that the spirit which reigned here was very different from that in his mother’s
house) (143). Henrik Hertz, De Frifarvede, in Kjeerligheds Veie. Nytaarsgave for 1836
(Reitzel). See also Smed, ‘Imellem verdener’, 191.

12 Smed, ‘Tmellem verdener’, 192.
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the enslaved Africans’.” Perhaps hesitant to expose the cruelty
of Danish colonialism in a public spectacle, Andersen retained
the French setting of his source text in what could be construed
as an act of passive self-censorship. In any case, he was not
writing as an abolitionist, for his cruel enslaver has as a coun-
terweight an ostensibly caring one. Nor was Crown Prince
Frederik an abolitionist, according to the definition quoted
above. At best, he was a gradualist, but it is more likely that he
merely sought to ameliorate the living and working conditions
of the enslaved. If he had been an abolitionist, he would have
manumitted the enslaved people of the Danish West Indies
upon assuming the throne as Frederik VI. The edict abolishing
the slave trade credited to Crown Prince Frederik but signed
by King Christian VII was by no means abolitionist;" the ten-
year window between its proclamation and enactment was
intended to give Danish West Indian enslavers the opportunity
to import enough enslaved people to achieve a self-sustaining
population. The rationale for this change, the edict insisted,
was to make sugar cultivation both more humane and more
profitable.”” Unstated but implicit was the hope that this indus-
try might be powered by enslaved labourers indefinitely.
Hauch may have been right that Frederik VI would have
approved of Mulatten, but that is precisely because the play is
not abolitionist. Like the paternalistic absolute monarch,
Andersen implicitly tolerates the so-called ‘necessary’ cruelties

13 Sine Jensen Smed, ‘O Pity the Black Man, He Is Slave in Foreign Country” Danish
Performances of Colonialism and Slavery, 1793-1848’, in Staging Slavery:
Performances of Colonial Slavery and Race from International Perspectives, 1770-
1850, ed. Sarah J. Adams, Jenna M. Gibbs, and Wendy Sutherland (Routledge, 2023),
194.

!4 Nonetheless, from the nineteenth century to the twenty-first, it has sometimes been
mischaracterised as an injunction against chattel slavery, which would have been the
first of its kind in modern Europe. This edict has also been murkily confused with
the 1788 abolition of serfdom in Denmark. Smed, ‘Danish Performances of
Colonialism’, 190.

15 [Christian VII], ‘The Abolition Edict, 16 March 1792’, in Erik Gebel, The Danish
Slave Trade and Its Abolition (Brill, 2016), 284-85.
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of colonialism but has an enlightened disdain for gratuitous
sadism.

Despite the setting on Martinique, some still insisted that
Mulatten might be applied to the Danish colonial project. As
the playwright recalled in Mit Livs Eventyr,

In Frederik VI's antechamber, one of our higher officials from
the West Indies spoke out against the piece, the content of
which he had heard about, that it was not one of those that
ought to be given at a royal theatre, since it would be a harmful
influence on the Black people on our West Indian Islands. But
it won’t be performed on the West Indian Islands! one an-
swered him.!¢

While most laughed off the possibility that Mulatten could lead
to an uprising of the enslaved people in the Danish West
Indies, certain critics nevertheless gleaned an anti-slavery
message from the play. In Kjobenhavnsposten, a reviewer
wrote: “The main idea throughout the piece, which takes place
on Martinique, is partly to describe the woeful relations and
complications the Europeans’ treatment of the coloured peo-
ple so often gives occasion to in the colonies.’” In a review in
Berlingske Tidende, the critic Peder Ludvig Moller likewise
found in Mulatten ‘a noble indignation over the treatment the
coloured population in the West Indies must suffer’.’* Sim-

16 ‘T Frederik den Sjettes Forgemak udtalte en af vore hoiere Embedsmend fra

Vestindien sig mod Stykket, hvis Indhold han havde hort om, at det var ikke af dem,
man burde give paa et kongeligt Theater, da det vilde vare af skadelig Indflydelse paa
de Sorte paa vore vestindiske Qer; "men det skal heller ikke opferes paa de vestindiske
Qer!" svarede man ham.” Andersen, Mit Livs Eventyr, 220.

17 ‘Hovedideen gjennem Stykket, der spiller paa Martinique, er deels at beskrive de
sorgelige Forhold og Forviklinger, Europaernes Behandling af de Couleurte saa ofte
giver Anledning til i Colonierne” Anonymous, review of Mulatten. Originalt
romantisk Drama i fem Akter, by H. C. Andersen, Kjobenhavnsposten, 4 February
1840, 135.

18 ‘en zdel Indignation over den Behandling, den farvede Befolkning i Vestindien
maa lide’. P. L. Moller, review of Mulatten. Originalt romantisk Drama i fem Akter
by H. C. Andersen, in Kritiske Skizzer fra Aarene 1840-47 (Philipsen, 1847), 1:170.
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ilarly, an anonymised reviewer in Kjobenhavns Morgenblad
praised Mulatten’s ‘material, which is contained in the age’s
great task: the emancipation question’.”

I would argue that these reviewers identified Mulatten with
abolition less from close reading and more from a certain
family resemblance between the play and authentic abolitionist
discourse. As mentioned above, Andersen adopted certain
character types from literature set in the Caribbean, and such
characters could conceivably have constituted an abolitionist
poetics in other contexts. Recent events in Copenhagen would
also have made some reviewers more attentive to ‘the eman-
cipation question’. The visit of the Quaker George William
Alexander, a representative of the British and Foreign Anti-
Slavery Society, had led to the founding of a Danish anti-
slavery committee consisting of the polymath pastor N. F. S.
Grundtvig, the economics professor C. N. David, and the
French Reformed priest Jean-Antoine Raffard.? This com-
mittee and its activities are characteristic of the continental
model of anti-slavery, as described by the American historian
Seymour Drescher. While anglophone anti-slavery was broad-
based and inspired by religious zeal, its European equivalent
was, as a rule, driven by members of the political or cultural
establishment. Denmark, notes Svend Green-Pedersen, is a
clear-cut case of the continental model, since "there occurred
no religious debate on the question in Denmark. The Danish
movement, like its counterpart in France, was more secular
and pragmatic.” The closest it came to a protest was a letter

19 ‘Stof, der er indeholdt i Tidens stor Opgave: Emancipationsspergsmaalet’. W,

review of Mulatten. Originalt romantisk Drama i fem Akter, by H. C. Andersen, in
Kjobenhavns Morgenblad, 9 February 1840, 24.

20 Bugge, Grundtvig og slavesagen, 57ff. For an English summary of the Danish anti-
slavery committee’s activities, see K. E. Bugge, ‘Grundtvig and the Abolition of
Slavery’, Grundtvig-Studier 56, no. 1 (2005): 160-191, https://doi.org/10.7146/grs.
v56i1.16475.
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drafted by Grundtvig in 1839, which called for a public anti-
slavery meeting.?!

Given the low profile of anti-slavery in Denmark and its
tenuous connection to Mulatten, it is unsurprising that some
did not associate the play with this movement at all. Johanne
Luise Heiberg, who acted the part of Cecilie in the premiere,
alludes vaguely to the piece’s ‘human interest [menneskelig
Interesse]’ in her memoir Et Liv gjenoplevet i Erindringen,” but
she spends much more time enumerating the piece’s aesthetic
drawbacks. She even boasts of how she played her role
ironically, to the outward acclaim of the unwitting public and
to her own inward amusement.”? An anonymous reviewer in
Portefeuillen also overlooked Mulatten’s anti-slavery, declar-
ing, ‘The fundamental idea that goes through the whole piece’
is ‘the triumph of enlightenment over material life’.* The
reviewer quotes a speech by Cecilie in support of this inter-
pretation,” but his phrasing clings more closely to the pre-
fatory verse dedicated to the newly crowned King Christian
VIII (as we shall see below). This idealist tendency eclipses
whatever political significance the play might have had, at least
in the pages of Portefeuillen. Analogously, the aforementioned

21 Svend Green-Pedersen, ‘Danish Historians and Emancipation: The Peter von
Scholten Myth’, in Negotiating Enslavement: Perspectives on Slavery in the Danish
West Indies, ed. Arnold R. Highfield and George F. Tyson (Antilles, 2009), 169.

22 Johanne Luise Heiberg, Et Liv gjenoplevet i Erindringen, ed. Aage Friis, with Elisa-
beth Hude, Robert Neiiendam, and Just Rahbek, 4th revised edition (Gyldendal,
1944), 1:244.

2 Heiberg, Et Liv, 238-39, 243-44.

* “Den Grundidee som gaaer igjennem hele Stykket’; ‘Oplysningens Seir over det
materielle Liv. Anonymous, review of Mulatten. Originalt romantisk Drama i fem
Akter, by H. C. Andersen, Portefeuillen 1, no. 6 (1840): column 162.

%5 ‘Den bliver aldrig Treel, / Hvis Sjeel har Adel! Aands-udvikling seier, / Den sjlelose
Form som Fnug henveirer!” (The one whose soul has nobility / Never remains a
thrall! The development of spirit triumphs, / The soulless form blows away like a
speck of dust!) Andersen, Mulatten, 112, quoted, with slight spelling differences, in
review of Mulatten, Portefeuillen, column 162.
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article in Feedrelandet is so focused on tracing Mulatten back
to Les épaves that the colonial context goes unquestioned.?

The derivativeness of Mulatten was also a stumbling block
for Christian Molbech, who reviewed Andersen’s manuscript
in his capacity as censor for the Royal Theatre:

It is clear as day that the author has fetched his whole subject
or at least its main themes from one or the other French novel
of the notorious modern school, where situations of this sort,
without any regard to chastity, decency or morality, but only
calculated for a strong, raw, and crass effect, are varied in a
hundred ways, probably not rarely with far more talent than
that which is put here into the dramatic treatment.?”

What Molbech objected to was ‘that two ladies of rank fell in
love with one such mulatto’.?® He found this plot twist to be
‘probably not just quite salacious or indecent, but also sincerely
embarrassing and not a very piquant situation’® In Imperial
Eyes, Mary Louise Pratt notes that ‘transracial love stories’ are
‘universally read as abolitionist’* Not so with Molbech, and
yet this is not an oversight on his part. Although the love of one

26 Danish readers could see the unoriginality of Andersen’s Mulatten for themselves
after the editors of Portefeuillen published a translation of Les épaves under the title
Mulatten. Mdme Charles Reybaud [H. Arnaud], Mulatten, Portefeuillen 2, nos. 21-
24 (1840).

7 ‘Det ligger nemlig klart for Dagen, at Forfatteren har hentet sit hele Sujet eller
idetmindste dets Hovedmotiver fra en eller anden fransk Roman af den berygtede
nyere Skole, hvor dette Slages Situationer, uden alt Hensyn til Seedelighed, Decents
og Moralitet, men kun ved Beregning af en sterk raa og cras Effect, paa hundrede
Maader varieres, vistnok ikke sjeldent med langt mere Talent, end her er lagt i den
dramatiske Behandling’ [Christian] Molbech, review of Mulatten. Originalt
romantisk Drama i fem Akter, by H. C. Andersen, in H. C. Andersen og det Collinske
Huus, by E. Collin (Reitzel, 1882), 306.

28 “at to Damer af Rang blive forelskede i en saadan Mulat’. Molbech, review of
Mulatten, 307.

2 ‘vel ikke just meget slibrig eller indecent, men ogsaa hjertelig flau og lidet piqvant
Situation’. Molbech, review of Mulatten, 307.

30 Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation (Routledge,
1992), 100.
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of these ‘ladies of rank’ will emancipate Horatio, the titular
hero, his liberation has nothing to do with abolition and
everything to do with his exceptional status, as shall become
clear further below.

Years later, an anonymous reviewer in the German-lan-
guage Literaturblatt was equally flummoxed upon reading
Cecilie’s decision to transgress the strict racial codes of the
colonial New World:

Yet the event is too improbable. In all of the slave states of the
Americas, the superiority of the White race is recognised to the
extent that White men can actually lower themselves to Black
women, as they simply help themselves to their property; but
vice versa, the lowering of a White woman to a Black man is
denounced as the most extreme infamy, and that is why it is
completely unheard of because she would thereby become his
property, if not also in a civil sense, then only according to the
laws.?!

Far from objecting to the relationship between Cecilie and
Horatio, P. L. Meller wishes only that it had been handled
more naturalistically: ‘Nor does Cecilie seem to us carefully
drawn; it does not seem to us properly motivated in the charac-
ter’s earlier direction that she — somewhat superficially - has
“Christian love” and “religion” on her lips. We believe that
what moves her and what ought to move her here is neither
more nor less than that feeling we at least know from Sibbern:

31 “Doch ist der Vorgang zu unwahrscheinlich. In allen Sklavenstaaten Amerikas ist

die Superioritit der weiflen Race in dem Grade anerkannt, daf} sich zwar weifle
Minner zu schwarzen Weibern herablassen konnen, indem sie sich deren einfach als
ihres Eigenthums bedienen; umgekehrt aber die Herablassung eines weiflen Weibes
zu einem schwarzen Manne, weil sie dadurch wenn auch nicht im biirgerlichen
Sinne, doch nach Gesetzen der Natur in sein Besitzthum iibergehen wiirde, als die
duflerste Infamie gebrandmarkt, daher auch ganz unerhoért ist.” Review of Horatio,
der Mulatte. Romantisches Drama in 5 Aufziigen, by Hans Christian Andersen,
Literaturblatt, 19 September 1845, quoted in Ivy York Moller-Christensen, Den
gyldne trekant. H. C. Andersens gennembrud i Tyskland 1831-1850 (Odense
Universitetsforlag, 1992), 167.
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erotic love or love between a man and a woman.’” That a White
woman could love a Black man strained the credulity of
Molbech and the German reviewer; Moller, on the other hand,
finds this occurrence to be perfectly plausible, at least in the
case of Cecilie and Horatio. It is rather the unearthliness of
their love that arouses Moller’s scepticism. But even if Black-
White romance plots can be encoded abolitionist tracts,
Mulatten loses its teeth in the sublimation of its interracial
relationship. While White couples are often portrayed in this
same anaemic fashion in the literature of the Danish Golden
Age,”® Andersen must have known that he was walking a very
thin line. After all, a marriage proposal from a White woman
to a Black man not only broaches the period’s taboo against
miscegenation; this deus ex machina could be construed as a
threat to the ‘institution’ of slavery itself, since Horatio wins
his freedom upon agreeing to marry Cecilie. And yet that is
precisely why Andersen goes to such great lengths to assure us
that Horatio is a special case and that only his bondage is to be
annulled.

Here it is instructive to contrast Mulatten with the canoni-
cal American abolitionist novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin by Harriet
Beecher Stowe. In Mulatten, the outrage over chattel slavery is
directed towards the bloodthirsty La Rebelliere, who would
whip to death the handsome, cultivated, and - it must be said
- ‘nearly White [nesten hvid]** Horatio. Uncle Tom, on the
other hand, is neither refined nor light-skinned, and it is

32 ‘Heller ikke Cecilie synes os grundig tegnet; det synes os ikke ret motiveret i

Charakterens tidligere Retning, at hun - noget overfladisk - forer “Christenkjeer-
lighed” og “Religion” i Munden. Vi troe, at hvad der bevaeger og her bor bevege
hende, er hverken meer eller mindre, end den os idetmindste fra Sibbern bekjendte
Folelse: Elskov eller Kjeerlighed mellem Mand og Kvinde’ Moller, review of
Mulatten, 1:169-70.

* Blanca, a tragedy written by Andersen’s friend, Bernhard Severin Ingemann, is a
classic example of this lukewarm Platonism. B. S. Ingemann, Blanca. Et Sorgespil
(Briinnich, 1815).

3 This is how Cecilie describes Horatio after their first meeting. H. C. Andersen,
Mulatten. Originalt romantisk Drama i fem Akter (Reitzel, 1840), 7.
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precisely as an enslaved everyman that he makes an integral
contribution to Stowe’s abolitionist poetics. In his universality,
Uncle Tom did more than turn readers against his fictional
enslavers; his sufferings inspired a loathing for slavery as such.

Even if slavery was up for debate in 1840, Johanne Luise
Heiberg, Molbech, and the anonymous reviewers in Portefeuil-
len, Feedrelandet, and Dagen® all passed over this issue in their
readings of Mulatten.* Rather than being indicative of a mere
oversight on their part, their silence on enslavement shows that
Andersen himself was unable - or unwilling - to develop a full-
throated abolitionist poetics, one that would put ‘the emanci-
pation question’ front and centre. Could he otherwise have
dared to read Mulatten to Crown Prince Christian and his con-
sort in 1839?% In a prefatory verse to the printed play, Ander-
sen gushes to the now King Christian VIII:

With gentleness you listened to this song,

Sounding loudly of the spirit’s struggle and triumph;
You honour spirit, as originating in God,

And therefore, King, I bring you the song!*

Not only is Andersen Dus with King Christian; by insisting
that the play is about ‘the spirit’s struggle and triumph’, and
not about chattel slavery, he forecloses an interpretation that
might upset the absolute monarch. After all, Christian VIII
never would come to emancipate the enslaved workers in the

35 This review merits no further comment, other than that it is strongly favorable to
Andersen and his piece. Anonymous, review of Mulatten. Originalt romantisk
Drama i fem Akter, by H. C. Andersen, Dagen, 4 February 1840, n.p.

3 But perhaps they are not to blame. Smed rightly asserts that ‘Emancipation af de
slavegjorte er da heller ikke en losning, som Mulatten overvejer’ (Emancipation of
the enslaved is then neither a solution that Mulatten considers). Smed, Tmellem
verdener’, 210.

37 Andersen, Mit Livs Eventyr, 222.

3 ‘Med Mildhed Iytted Du til denne Sang, / Om Aandens Kamp og Seier hoit den
klinger; / Du hylder Aanden, som fra Gud udsprang, / Og derfor, Konge, Dig jeg
Sangen bringer!” Andersen, Mulatten, n.p.
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Danish West Indies during his reign, which ended with his
death in 1848. Shifting attention away from the colonial con-
text, Andersen redirects our focus to the inward strivings of the
elite title character. This shift - and the blind spots it gene-
rates — is typical of Mulatten, as the following analysis will
demonstrate.

When the curtain goes up on the first scene, Eleonore, the
wife of La Rebelliere, is seeking shelter from a storm with
Cecilie, her ward. Horatio courteously receives them into his
elegant home and then tactfully withdraws, leaving them to
learn his name and situation from Femi, their enslaved Black
woman. Eleonore observes that ‘[h]e probably has many Black
people, I can believe’. ‘Only eight, nine!’ replies Femi. ‘They
praise him so much / That their talk really moves one!™®
Andersen has thus introduced the fable that some enslavers
and some forms of chattel slavery were fundamentally benign.
In Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Stowe introduces this same fiction only
to deconstruct it. The quasi-idyll of the Shelby Plantation in
Kentucky proves false as soon as Mr. Shelby sells Tom down
the Mississippi River to Mr. Haley.* Andersen also opens with
a paternalistic depiction of enslavement, but Horatio — who
has enslaved ‘only’ eight or nine people - remains a saintly
patriarch, and the ‘peculiar institution” goes unquestioned to
the end.®> When Eleonore asks Femi as to ‘[w]hat would the
slaves say about the house’s owner’, Femi replies, “Well, only

% Smed alerts her reader to ‘hvordan Andersens andsaristokrati ikke bryder med en
hierarkiseret samfundsstruktur’ (how Andersen’s spiritual aristocracy does not break
with a hierarchical societal structure). Smed, ‘Imellem verdener’, 208.

%0 ‘Han har vel mange Sorte, kan jeg troe.” ‘Kun otte, ni!” ‘De rose ham saa meget, / At
deres Tale ret gjor En bevaeget!” Andersen, Mulatten, 9.

41 Harriet Beecher Stowe, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, ed. Elizabeth Ammons, 3rd ed.
(Norton, 2018), 38ff.

%2 ‘Horatio er en patriark, der keerligt tager sig af sine “born”, slaverne.” (Horatio is a
patriarch, who lovingly cares for his ‘children’, the slaves.) Jakob Ladegaard and Sine
Jensen Smed, ‘Oplyst slaveri?” in Kampen om de danske slaver. Aktuelle perspektiver
pa kolonihistorien, ed. Frits Andersen and Jakob Ladegaard (Aarhus Universitets-
forlag, 2017), 122.
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around him does all the talk revolve, / They all hold him dear,
like a father; / He is so gentle!™®

Not only is the hero of Mulatten an enslaver, but one of his
two antagonists — the other being the irredeemable La
Rebelliere - is a biracial maroon named Paléme, and he is the
only character onstage working to overthrow the plantation
system on Martinique.* With him, enslavement operates in
both a literal and - as an inversion of the leitmotif Andersen
announced to King Christian VIII - in a figurative sense.* Like
La Rebelliere, Paléme is what the English would call ‘a slave of
the passions’.* Conversely, Horatio’s namesake in Shake-
speare’s Hamlet is described by the title character as ‘that man
/ That is not passion’s slave’. Paléme ‘comes to [...] embody
all of the age’s racial prejudices’,”® to the same extent that
Horatio serves as a foil for them. Characterised by Oxfeldt as
Horatio’s ‘Romantic doppelganger [romantiske dobbelt-

4 ‘Hvad sige Slaverne om Husets Eier? / Ja, kun om ham sig hele Talen dreier; / De
har ham Alle, som en Fader, kjer; / Han er saa mild - " Andersen, Mulatten, 9.

“ In ‘Imellem verdener’, Smed claims that ‘Horatio og Paléme bliver udtryk for to
forskellige emancipationsstrategier. Paléme star for den voldelige konfrontation og
en omvending af den koloniale orden. Horatios strategi er derimod assimilation’
(Horatio and Paléme are expressions of two different emancipation strategies.
Paléme stands for violent confrontation and an inversion of the colonial order.
Horatio’s strategy is, on the other hand, assimilation) (207). Yet to call Horatio a
gradualist would be to give him too much credit, since he is the only character on
stage for whom assimilation is an option. Instead, I would argue that Horatio aligns
with the play’s ‘reaktionzre slutning, der hylder ideen om en “human” form for
slaveri’ (reactionary ending, which praises the idea of a ‘humane’ form of slavery)
(214) and insidiously calls into question the need for emancipation in the first place.
> This phenomenon is not unique to Andersen. ‘In romantic discourses,” writes
Smed, ‘bondages and slavery are disconnected from the social realities of the
plantation colonies, and the word becomes a metaphor for the uncivilized mind.
“Freedom” is not opposed to enslavement but turned into a metaphor for Romantic
“Bildung”, which will emancipate the human being.” Smed, ‘Danish Performances of
Colonialism’, 201.

46 Smed, ‘Imellem verdener’, 191, 206.

47 Smed, ‘Danish Performances of Colonialism’, 197-98. Shakespeare, Hamlet,
3.2.76-77.

8 kommer [...] til at leegge krop til alle tidens racefordomme’. Smed, ‘Imellem
verdener’, 197.
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geenger]’,® Paléme is introduced in act 2, scene 1 drinking from
a rum-filled coconut in the rainforest.*® According to Werner
Sollors, ‘His uncontrolled sexual wishes make Paléme a more
sharply drawn negative contrast figure for the virtuous
Horatio.™' Indeed, in his intoxicated reverie, Paléme imagines
that ‘every palm was a beautiful Creole woman’ and that a poi-
sonous tree is his enslaver.” After hacking away one of its
branches in a fit of anger, he decides on a more exacting
punishment for La Rebelliere:

I would want that the tree should thrive magnificently
And the power of sight itself sit in the smallest leaf,

In every fibre feeling would be reported.

On the moss here I would stretch my limbs,

With my head laid on his wife’s shoulder,

My hot lips would kiss her mouth, her breast,

While around the slender waist I would twine my arm.
Oh, what a kiss!*

Paléme is not just fantasising but also plotting, as soon
becomes clear. He tells Horatio about a band of maroons
known as ‘the avengers [Haevnerne]’, who met the night before
in a rift within a cliff-face, ‘where they cooked the poison [...]
and composed the witch-song’. Far from being a passive
witness to this conspiracy, Paléme positions himself as its John
the Baptist: ‘I preached the gospel of freedom, / Like the bird,

*Indeed, in Sweden the title went from the definitive singular to the definitive plural:
‘Mulatten i 1841 blev oversat til svensk som Mulatterne.” (In 1841, Mulatten was
translated into Swedish as Mulatterne.) Oxfeldt, ‘Race, identitet og iscenesaettelse’, 35.
%0 Andersen, Mulatten, 26.

! Werner Sollors, Neither Black nor White yet Both: Thematic Explorations of Inter-
racial Literature (Harvard University Press, 1997), 177.

52 ‘hver Palme var en smuk Creolerinde’. Andersen, Mulatten, 26-27.

53 Jeg vilde, Treeet skulde herligt trives, / Og Seekraft sidde selv i mindste Blad, / I alle
Traade Folelse gjengives. / Paa Mosset her jeg mine Lemmer strakte, / Mit Hoved til
hans Kones Skuldre lagde, / Min hede Labe kyssed” Munden, Barmen, / Mens om
det smaekre Liv jeg slynged” Armen. / O, hvilket Kys!” Andersen, Mulatten, 27-28.

> ‘hvor de kogte Giften [...]Jog qveeded Hexe-Sangen’. Andersen, Mulatten, 29.
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before the rifle cracks, / And the trees of the forest, before the
axe stroke falls.s* After describing the mission of ‘the avengers’,
Paléme confesses what he himself has planned for La
Rebelliere:

In my master’s breast I shall turn the knife,

But first, I will desecrate what is holy to him,

If not, may God damn me and everything!

Our cry of freedom will reach the countries of Europe!*

The implication of the soliloquy seems to be that Paléme will
rape Eleonore before the eyes of her husband. Needless to say,
this speech is at cross-purposes with an abolitionist agenda.
Not only is violent resistance to the injustice of slavery care-
lessly linked to sexual assault against White women; the White
women in the audience of the Royal Theatre are made to shud-
der at ‘the avengers’ and their ilk, as Paléme prophesises that
Europe will one day face their wrath.

As threatening as he may appear, Paléme is not a villain to
the same degree as La Rebelliere. Indeed, the reviewer in
Morgenblad enthused that ‘with Paléme we see the noble,
powerful nature that is overcome by overwhelming pressure’.s
Possessing a strong sense of honour, he twice repays Horatio
for caring for him when he had been recovering from the
wounds inflicted by La Rebelliere: first by retreating from
Eleonore and Cecilie at Horatio’s command (in the scene
quoted below) and later by attempting to free an unwilling
Horatio from prison.® Perhaps it was this dramaturgical echo
of Goethe’s Faust, in which the title character and Mephisto

% Jeg preed’ked’ Friheds Evangelium, / Som Fuglen har den, forend Bassen knalder,
/ Og Skovens Tre’r, for Oxeslaget falder.” Andersen, Mulatten, 29.

% Jeg i min Herres Bryst skal Kniven vende, / Men forst, hvad ham er helligt, vil jeg
skjeende, / Hvis ikke, Gud, mig selv og Alt forbande! / Vort Friheds-Raab naaer til
Europas Lande!” Andersen, Mulatten, 30.

%7 ‘hos Paléme see vi den zdle, kraftige Natur, der bukker under for det overveldende
Tryk’. W, review of Mulatten, 24.

8 Andersen, Mulatten, 42, 88-91.
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strive to extricate the reluctant Margarete from her cell,* that
led the anonymous reviewer in Fedrelandet to note ‘the [...]
Mephistophelean flourish Mr. Andersen has given’ Paléme.®
Frank Hugus, who recently published an English translation of
Mulatten, points out that Andersen provided Paléme with a
more expansive role than the character had enjoyed in
Reybaud’s Les épaves,®® but Meller opines that Paléme still
‘merited a hint about his future fate’.®? Indeed, nothing is heard
of him after the penultimate act.

Coming across Paléme beside a path in act 2, scene 4,
Cecilie’s first instinct is to offer him succour, but Fleonore
urges her to move along:

ELEONORE seizes Cecilie’s hand. Come with me now!
PALEME placing himself in the way. No! You're staying here!
CECILIE terrified. What do you want with us?

ELEONORE Will you kill us?

PALEME No, kiss your fresh, rosy lips,

And show that I know my Christianity,

I reward hate and mockery with—love.

CECILIE AND ELEONORE Oh, God!®

Now, the stage directions do not instruct Paléme to grab
Cecilie and Eleonore, but when Horatio heroically appears on
the rocks above, bearing his rifle, he issues a command:

HORATIO [...] Paléme, let go! If not, I'll shoot!

% Goethe’s Faust (Anchor Books, 1990), lines 4479-4612.

€0 “det [...] mephistopheliske Sving, Hr. Andersen har givet'. Anonymous, review of
Mulatten, Feedrelandet, column 438.

¢! Hugus, ‘Further Thoughts’, 194.

62 “fortjente, at man fik et Vink om hans Fremtidsskebne’. Moller, review of Mulat-
ten, 170.

63 ‘ELEONORE griber Cecilies Haand. Kom folg nu med mig! / PALEME stiller sig iveien.
Nei! I bliver her! / CECILIE forfardet. Hvad vil Du 0s? / ELEONORE Du vil os dreebe? /
PALEME Nei, kysse Eders friske Rosenlabe, / Og vise, at min Christendom jeg veed, /
Jeg lonner Had og Spot med - Kjearlighed. / CECILIE OG ELEONORE O Gud!
Andersen, Mulatten, 41.
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PALEME lets them go.**

Trafficking in the crude stereotype of the rapist runaway slave,
Andersen severely undercuts an abolitionist reading of his
play. That White women would be continually menaced by
formerly enslaved Black men was a repeated refrain of the anti-
abolitionists, and in the scene above Andersen taps this canard
for every bit of its dramatic potential. One must note that it is
Horatio - the enslaver - who restores order by the threat of
force, thwarting the designs Paléme had on Cecilie and
Eleonore. Such a portrayal of enslaver and enslaved would
suggest that slavery is not actually up for debate in Mulatten.
Instead, the play’s leitmotif is ‘the spirit’s struggle and
triumph’, as Andersen himself suggests in the prefatory poem
to King Christian VIII. Despite being an enslaver, Horatio is
admirable - at least in Andersen’s eyes — because he devotes
himself to intellectual pursuits, whereas the sadistic La
Rebelliere and Paléme hanker after money and sex, respec-
tively. It is telling that Horatio’s two antagonists stand on op-
posite sides of ‘the emancipation question’. Indeed, the play
attempts to mediate between the enslavers and those who
would violently overthrow them, with Horatio serving as the
synthesis or dialectical third term. By instituting a ‘gentle’,
paternalistic form of bondage, Horatio resolves chattel
slavery’s tensions and conflicts through compromise.®
Although he once comforted Paléme after the latter had suf-
fered terribly at the hands of La Rebelliere,* Horatio never
exhibits an inclination to free his own enslaved people,
probably because their enforced labour provides him with the
leisure to lead a life of the mind. (And, if Femi is to be believed,

4 ‘HORATIO [...] Paléme, giv slip! hvis ei jeg skyder! / PALEME slipper dem.” Andersen,
Mulatten, 41.

6 Bracketing the term in scare quotes, Smed characterises this trope as ‘benign
slavery’. Smed, ‘Danish Performances of Colonialism’, 185.

% Andersen, Mulatten, 42, 90.
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it is doubtful that they would want to leave him anyway). In
other words, the non-abolitionist poetics of Mulatten avoid a
stark either/or on chattel slavery; instead, the issue is mediated
by a both-and: a form of enslavement that is experienced by all
parties concerned as a sort of familial love.

In his first onstage encounter with Paléme, Horatio bal-
ances between the radical abolitionists and the enslavers.
Attempting to dissuade the maroon from slaying all of the
White people on Martinique, Horatio asks, ‘Who will be the
thrall if there are no White people?’” Here the Paris-educated
son of a plantation overlord® is supposed to have out-reasoned
the fanciful maroon, but what goes unquestioned is the
assumption that someone must be the ‘thrall’ if Caribbean
society is to function in the first place. La Rebelliere’s position,
like Paléme’s, must undergo a dialectical movement. As
Eleonore tells her husband,

You are hated! The Black person’s evening prayer

Is this: that you might die! His dream is beautiful,

If you bite your lip in despair;

His morning prayer is to be able to kill you!

Do not plant the upas tree around our dwelling,

It is each slave, and by you! by you!

Be gentler! — composes herself. 1 am worried for you.”

Not coincidentally, Eleonore urges her husband to be ‘gentler
[mere mild]’. In response to Eleonore’s earlier question about

7 ‘Hvo bliver Trel, naar der er ingen Hvide? Andersen, Mulatten, 30.

% For more on Horatio’s background, see Andersen, Mulatten, 15.
 “Du er forhadt! den Sortes Aftenben / Er den: at Du maa dee! Hans Drom er skjon,
/ Naar Du fortvivlet bider i Din Lzabe; / Hans Morgenben er, Dig kunne dreabe! /
Plant ikke Upas-Traeet om vor Bolig, / Det er hver Slave, og ved Dig! ved Dig! / Veer
mere mild! - fatter sig. For Dig er jeg urolig.” Andersen, Mulatten, 99.
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Horatio, Femi had used this same adjective to describe his
treatment of his enslaved labourers.”

Loath to practice the paternalism modelled by Horatio, La
Rebelliere has brought down the fury of Paléme on his and
wife’s heads. When in act 4, scene 8 Horatio refuses to escape
from jail, Paléme asserts that the prisoner ‘will be tortured
[pines]’ by La Rebelliere, but that

[...] Tknow my revenge.

I will throw a lit shaving on the field

Where the sugarcane grows, and the fan of the wind
Shall lift the flame. I have powerful poison,

I will mix it in the water that they drink,

Then his wife, his family, his entire house will die!”!

Paléme does not merely want to avenge himself on La
Rebelliere; he will also murder Eleonore and Cecilie, who have
benefitted from his enslavement but have otherwise not mis-
treated him. From an abolitionist perspective, Paléme’s speech
is problematic; his indiscriminate fantasies of revenge mingle
with images of revolutionary revolt against the enslaver class
as a whole. Brushing aside the protests of Horatio, Paléme
continues his harangue: ‘The rich splendour shall fall into
rubble! / What I have foretold will soon happen, / The Black
people will plant the flag of rebellion!’”? It bears repeating that
Paléme is the only onstage character working to overturn the
‘institution’ of chattel slavery. However, his plot against
Eleonore and Cecilie compromises the justice of his cause;

70 Recall also that King Christian VIII, who permitted slavery to endure in the
colonies throughout his reign, was praised for his ‘gentleness [Mildhed]’ in the
dedicatory verse prefacing the printed play. Andersen, Mulatten, n.p.

71¢[...] min Heevn jeg veed. / En antendt Spaan jeg vil paa Marken kaste, / Hvor
Sukkerrgret groer, og Vindens Vift / Skal lofte Flammen. Jeg har kraftig Gift, / Den
blander jegi Vandet, som de drikke, / Saa deer hans Viv, hans Sleegt, hans hele Huus!”
Andersen, Mulatten, 90-91.

72 ‘Den rige Pragt skal styrte ned i Gruus! / Hvad jeg har forudsagt, det snart vil
heende, / De Sorte Oprorsfanen plante vil” Andersen, Mulatten, 91.
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emancipation could hardly be put in a less chivalrous light.
Alluding to the ‘socially critical standpoint’ for which the
Odense shoemaker’s son is famous, Hugus reasons a priori that
Andersen’s Mulatten ‘advocates forcefully against slavery’;”
and yet it is difficult to imagine what could be less forceful - or
more ambiguous - than a poetics in which the hero is a ‘gentle’
enslaver and his ‘Mephistophelean’ foe is a revolutionary
abolitionist.

After arresting Horatio for marronage, La Rebelliere hears
Eleonore talking in her sleep and discovers that she is in love
with the captive. Wracked with jealousy, La Rebelliere resolves
to purchase Horatio at auction and to whip him to death.” The
subsequent slave market scene was integral to Mulatten’s
acceptance at the Royal Theatre. Rather than serving as the
moral linchpin of an abolitionist poetics, this scene was, for at
least one of the Royal Theatre’s reviewers, a novel set piece.”
The reviewer had asked Andersen what his latest work could
offer audiences. Andersen describes this occasion in Mit Livs
Eventyr:

I'sought to enter into the man’s demands and ideas, and replied,
“There is a ball”’

“Yes, that is very good, but we have that in Bruden [fra Lam-
mermoor]. Is there anything completely new?’

‘There is a slave market!’ I said.

‘A slave market, that we certainly do not have! Yes, that is
something. I will be honest with you. That slave market appeals
to me!’

73 Hugus, introduction to Two Dramas, vi. The only evidence of this advocacy that
Hugus provides is the text’s racist language, but that of course can cut both ways.

7% Andersen, Mulatten, 98-101.

75 Frederick J. Marker identifies this man as Frederik von Holstein, manager of the
Royal Theatre. Frederick J. Marker, Hans Christian Andersen and the Romantic
Theatre: A Study of Stage Practices in the Prenaturalistic Scandinavian Theatre
(University of Toronto Press, 1971), 103.

129



ABOLITION AND THE NORDIC

And I believe that this slave market added the last necessary yes
to Mulatten’s acceptance.”

Andersen implies that he condescended to this reviewer by
emphasising the play’s more spectacular elements. Yet the
reviewer’s sadistic titillation at the thought of the buying and
selling of human beings would probably have been shared by
some audience members, and Mulatten does little to chasten
this prurient interest.”” At the slave market, Horatio is the only
character on stage whose freedom is in the balance, and he is
an enslaver himself, not to mention one who can nearly pass as
White. In other words, this scene can hardly pass for aboli-
tionist discourse, as the dramatic interest is invested in the
liberation of Horatio and not in overturning the system of
chattel slavery itself.

Unlike her master, Femi never entertains hopes of liberty,
and it is a foregone conclusion that the supernumerary sold at
auction in the opening of act 5, scene 8 ‘remains a slave’.”®
Pernille Ipsen remarks that ‘one of the appealing elements of
the play was exactly that it first confronted the Copenhagen
audience with the moral dilemma and challenge of their colo-
nial involvement and then resolved it right in front of their
eyes. It let them witness the horrors of slavery, and then libe-
rated them from responsibility.”” Indeed, Mulatten lends itself

76 ‘Jeg sogte at gaa ind i Mandens Fordringer og Ideer, og svarede, “der er et Bal!” “Ja,

det er meget godt, men det har vi i Bruden [fra Lammermoor], er der noget ganske
Nyt?” - “Der er et Slave-Marked!” sagde jeg, “Slave-Marked, det har vi nok ikke! ja
det er Noget! jeg skal vere retfeerdig mod Dem. Det Slave-Marked tiltaler mig!” - og
jeg troer, at dette Slave-Marked lagde det sidste nedvendige Ja til Mulattens
Antagelse.” Andersen, Mit Livs Eventyr, 221.

77 Smed likewise concludes that ‘i den [...] anekdote fremstir slavemarkedet mere
som en eksotisk feature end et prekeert social og politisk problem’ (in the [...]
anecdote the slave market appears more as an exotic feature than a precarious social
and political problem). Smed, ‘Imellem Verdener’, 189.

78 Sollors, Neither Black nor White, 180.

79 Pernille Ipsen, “Plant ikke Upas-Treeet om vor Bolig”: Colonial Haunting, Race,
and Interracial Marriage in Hans Christian Andersen’s Mulatten (1840)’, Scandi-

navian Studies 88, no. 2 (2016): 151.
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to just this sort of selective viewing, as slavery’s outrages seem
to be all but forgotten the moment Horatio is emancipated. No
wonder we get not one word from Paléme.

Rather than pitting the maroon and his ‘avengers’ against
La Rebelliere in a clash to decide the political future of
Martinique, the closing scenes of Mulatten focus exclusively on
the plan to liberate Horatio. Handing over her jewels to a
woman pedlar named Pelagi, Cecilie orders her to convert
them into cash and to bid on the captive.®® Although La
Rebelliere is determined to own Horatio, Cecilie comes to the
rescue by furnishing proofs that Horatio was born on her estate
Ratél, thus making him her legal property. La Rebelliere then
counters by claiming that Horatio, as an enslaved person, must
suffer death for having insulted him, a White man. The auc-
tioneer concurs with this interpretation of the law, and all hope
is lost.*! But in a final gambit, Cecilie cites a clause that grants
an enslaved person manumission if he or she marries a master
or mistress.”? She then declares Horatio to be her husband,
thereby freeing him. Almost as an afterthought, she then asks
Horatio, ‘Say, will you be free?” All he can utter is ‘Cecilie!’
The onlookers take this as a word of assent and ‘jubilantly
throw their hats in the air’ in honour of those they call ‘the

8 Andersen, Mulatten, 102-3.

81 Andersen, Mulatten, 109-11.

82 As Ipsen points out, Les épaves takes place in the 1720s. This timing would render
the deus ex machina anachronistic, as it was not until 1839 that the ordinance in
question was passed by the French colonial administration. When Reybaud was
writing Les épaves in 1838, she may have come across discussions of this bill before it
was passed and decided to include it in her novella. According to Hugus, Andersen
set his adaptation in the late eighteenth century. Ipsen, ‘Colonial Haunting, Race’,
140; Hugus, ‘Further Thoughts’, 195.

8 “Siig! vil Du veere fri?’ Andersen, Mulatten, 112. Undistracted by the interracial
courtship and inversion of gender norms, Smed correctly reads this scene as a rein-
forcement of ‘det koloniale racehierarki’, since Horatio’s freedom, according to the
law, depends on the feelings of Cecilie, a White woman. Smed, Tmellem Verdener’,
213.
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young master and mistress of Ratél’. With stage directions in
celebration of the plantation caste system,* Mulatten slams the
door on what its colonial setting and ‘socially critical’ author
seemed to promise: an abolitionist poetics.

In summary, Mulatten never rises to the level of abolitionist
discourse, for enslavement and enslavers are presented far too
equivocally throughout the play. Whereas abolitionist dis-
course ought to undermine chattel slavery tout court, the poe-
tics of Mulatten insinuate that this ‘institution’ can be either
brutal or beneficent, depending on whether the enslaverisaLa
Rebelliere or a Horatio. Furthermore, the figure of Paléme
casts abolitionism in a terribly dubious light. This ambivalence
leads Smed to rightfully conclude that ‘Andersen’s project is
not political as such’.* It may be tempting to attribute this apo-
liticism to the author’s own colonial entanglements. Indeed, a
couple of years before the writing of Mulatten, Andersen began
to receive a sizeable annual grant from the Danish Crown,¥
which, to repeat, was deeply implicated in the triangular trade
in sugar, guns, and enslaved African people. Andersen was
even more beholden to the Copenhagen haute bourgeoisie, and
they, as a class, had invested heavily in West Indian sugar.® It
must be recalled, however, that quietism vis-d-vis chattel
slavery was not endemic to authors with connections as advan-
tageous — or as problematic — as Andersen’s.* One cannot then
be certain that the author of Mulatten stifled his conscience in
this particular case, but it seems probable that he would have

84 kaster jublende Hattene iveiret’; ‘det unge Herskab af Ratél’. Andersen, Mulatten,
112.

8 Smed makes the less forceful but apposite point that ‘bryder den nye orden ikke
med den samfundsmzessige hierarkisering og med slaveriet’ (the new order does not
break with societal hierarchisation or with slavery). Smed, ‘Imellem Verdener’, 191.
86 ‘Andersens projekt er ikke som sidan politisk’. Smed, ‘Tmellem verdener’, 223.

87 Jackie Wullschlager, Hans Christian Andersen: The Life of a Storyteller (Knopf,
2001), 185.

8 Ipsen, ‘Colonial Haunting, Race’, 131.

8T would like to thank one of the anonymous reviewers of this article for this insight.
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put his hard-won patronage at risk had he engaged in genuine
abolitionist discourse.

133



ABOLITION AND THE NORDIC

Bibliography

Andersen, H. C. Mit Livs Eventyr. Edited by H. Topsee-Jensen. Gylden-
dal, 1996.

Andersen, H. C. Mulatten. Originalt romantisk Drama i fem Akter.
Copenhagen: Reitzel, 1840.

Anonymous. Review of Mulatten. Originalt romantisk Drama i fem
Akter, by H. C. Andersen. Dagen, 4 February 1840.

Anonymous. Review of Mulatten. Originalt romantisk Drama i fem
Akter, by H. C. Andersen. Fedrelandet, 16 February 1840.

Anonymous. Review of Mulatten. Originalt romantisk Drama i fem
Akter, by H. C. Andersen. Kjobenhavnsposten, 4 February 1840.

Anonymous. Review of Mulatten. Originalt romantisk Drama i fem
Akter, by H. C. Andersen. Portefeuillen 1, no. 6 (1840): columns 161-
67.

Bugge, K. E. ‘Grundtvig and the Abolition of Slavery.” Grundtvig-Studier
56, no. 1 (2005): 160-191. https://doi.org/10.7146/grs.v56i1.16475.

Bugge, Knud Eyvin. Grundtvig og slavesagen. Aarhus: Aarhus Univer-
sitetsforlag, 2003.

[Christian VII]. ‘The Abolition Edict, 16 March 1792.” In The Danish
Slave Trade and Its Abolition, by Erik Gebel. Brill, 2016.

Goethe’s Faust. Anchor Books, 1990.

Green-Pedersen, Svend. ‘Danish Historians and Emancipation: The Peter
von Scholten Myth.” In Negotiating Enslavement: Perspectives on
Slavery in the Danish West Indies, edited by Arnold R. Highfield and
George F. Tyson. Antilles, 2009.

Gronbech, Bo. ‘Om “Mulatten” og dens franske forleeg.” Anderseniana
(1978-1979): 43-59.

Heiberg, Johanne Luise. Et Liv gjenoplevet i Erindringen. Edited by Aage
Friis with Elisabeth Hude, Robert Neiiendam, and Just Rahbek. 4th
revised edition. Gyldendal, 1944.

Hertz, Henrik. De Frifarvede. In Kjeerligheds Veie. Nytaarsgave for 1836.
Reitzel.

Hugus, Frank. ‘Further Thoughts on the Dramas.” In Two Dramas: ‘The
Mulatto’ and ‘The Moorish Girl’. By Hans Christian Andersen.
Agarita Press, 2021.

Hugus, Frank. Introduction to Two Dramas: ‘The Mulatto’ and ‘The
Moorish Girl’. By Hans Christian Andersen. Agarita Press, 2021.

Ingemann, B. S. Blanca. Et Sergespil. Brinnich, 1815.

134


https://doi.org/10.7146/grs.v56i1.16475

HANS CHRISTIAN ANDERSEN’S MULATTEN

Ipsen, Pernille. “Plant ikke Upas-Traeet om vor Bolig”: Colonial Haun-
ting, Race, and Interracial Marriage in Hans Christian Andersen’s
Mulatten (1840).” Scandinavian Studies 88, no. 2 (2016): 129-58.

Ladegaard, Jakob, and Sine Jensen Smed. ‘Oplyst slaveri?” In Kampen om
de danske slaver. Aktuelle perspektiver pd kolonihistorien, edited by
Frits Andersen and Jakob Ladegaard. Aarhus Universitetsforlag,
2017.

Marker, Frederick J. Hans Christian Andersen and the Romantic Theatre:
A Study of Stage Practices in the Prenaturalistic Scandinavian Theatre.
University of Toronto Press, 1971.

McPherson, James M. The Struggle for Equality: Abolitionists and the
Negro in the Civil War and Reconstruction. Princeton University
Press, 1992.

Molbech, [Christian.]. Review of Mulatten. Originalt romantisk Drama i
fem Akter by H. C. Andersen. In H. C. Andersen og det Collinsk Huus,
by E. Collin. Reitzel, 1882.

Mylius, Johan de. H. C. Andersens liv. Dag for dag. Aschehoug, 1998.

Moller, P. L. Review of Mulatten. Originalt romantisk Drama i fem Akter,
by H. C. Andersen. In Kritiske Skizzer fra Aarene 1840-47. Philipsen,
1847.

Moller-Christensen. Ivy York, Den gyldne trekant. H. C. Andersens gen-
nembrud i Tyskland 1831-1851. Odense Universitetsforlag, 1992.
Ottesen, Doris, and Carsten Bach-Nielsen, Vestindiske spor. Dansk Vest-
indien i den koloniale og efterkoloniale litteraturhistorie. Syddansk

Universitetsforlag, 2020.

Oxfeldt, Elisabeth. ““Han er jo neesten hvid.” Race, identitet og iscenesaet-
telse i H. C. Andersens Mulatten.” Spring. Tidsskrift for moderne
dansk litteratur 22 (2004): 28-53.

Pratt, Mary Louise. Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation.
Routledge, 1992.

Reybaud, Mdme Charles [H. Arnaud]. Mulatten. Portefeuillen 2, nos. 21-
24 (1840).

Smed, Sine Jensen. Tmellem verdener - om mulatfiguren i 1830’erne og
1840’ernes danske litteratur om Vestindien.” PhD diss., Aarhus Uni-
versity, 2019.

Smed, Sine Jensen. “O Pity the Black Man, He Is Slave in Foreign
Country”: Danish Performances of Colonialism and Slavery, 1793
1848. In Staging Slavery: Performances of Colonial Slavery and Race
from International Perspectives, 1770-1850, edited by Sarah J. Adams,
Jenna M. Gibbs, and Wendy Sutherland. Routledge, 2023.

Sollors, Werner. Neither Black nor White yet Both: Thematic Explorations
of Interracial Literature. Harvard University Press, 1997.

135



ABOLITION AND THE NORDIC

Stowe, Harriet Beecher. Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Edited by Elizabeth Ammons.
3rd ed. Norton, 2018.

Woullschlager, Jackie. Hans Christian Andersen: The Life of a Storyteller.
Knopf, 2001.

W. Review of Mulatten. Originalt romantisk Drama i fem Akter, by H. C.
Andersen. Kjobenhavns Morgenblad, 9 February 1840.

136



	Abolition and the Nordic Transatlantic slavery   and the traces of resistance 
	Hans Christian Andersen’s Mulatten 
	Theatrical Success, Abolitionist Failure 
	Bibliography 




