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Artworksemphasizes the island’s 
connections to France, while its 
engraved illustrations highlight 
the exotic elements—which is 
logical for a genre that rests 
largely on the creation of 
fantastic narratives of faraway 
places.

The complexity of the 
nineteenth-century French 
Caribbean landscape was often 
simplified and reduced for audi-
ences. Travel and tourist imagery 
was largely predicated on the 
production of generalized images 
for each destination, an idea 
discussed by Krista Thompson 
in her book An Eye for the 
Tropics: Tourism, Photography, 
and Framing the Caribbean 
Picturesque.3 Martinique—like 
many other Caribbean islands—
became known through images of 
its lush botanical gardens, and of 
its bustling streets and mar-
kets in which figures sold exotic 
wares. The statue and birthplace 
of Josephine de Beauharnais, the 
first wife of Emperor Napoleon, 
became symbols that expli-
citly connected the island to 
the “glory days” of Imperial 
France. Rarely published in 
travel books, however, were 
images of Martinique’s state-of-
the-art drydock facility4 or of 
the rural plantation landscape 
that was central to the island's 
main exports. Needless to say, 
when Paul Gauguin and his 
friend Charles Laval traveled 
to Martinique in 1887, their 
artistic practice also centered 

largely on the search for new, 
exotic vistas. After the eruption 
of Mt. Pelée in 1902, the tropi-
cal imagery that had typified so 
many nineteenth-century images 
gave way to a more sinister, 
barren landscape of destruction, 
which would be consumed across 
the ocean through stereoscopic 
photographs.

Today, Martinique and 
Guadeloupe continue to occu-
py the unique position of being 
both French and Caribbean. 
The islands no longer bear the 
status of “colony,” although the 
long-lasting effects of histori-
cal power structures certainly 
continue to impact the postco-
lonial condition of these spaces. 
The conventions of visual art 
have also drastically expanded 
since the nineteenth century, 
as is made clear by the variety 
of media used by the artists 
whose works are included here at 
Hunter East Harlem Gallery.

Most importantly, the artists 
in this exhibition identify and en-
gage with the French Caribbean 
on a personal level. Their goal 
is not to reduce and simplify, 
but to speak to the multiplicity 
of perspectives and narratives 
within the region. Each artist 
brings their own unique style and 
process into the gallery in order 
to visually respond to a group of 
islands that a distant observer 
once called “dust specks on the 
sea,” but that many others call 
home.
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