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 American Mediterranean: Southern Slaveholders in the Age of Emancipation. By Matthew Pratt Guterl (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2008. ix plus 237 pp.).
 
  At the beginning of his Introduction to American Mediterranean, Matthew Pratt Guterl asks provocatively “what do we know of the ‘master class’?” (1). He, then [End Page 1102] proceeds to enumerate the southern slaveholders’ features accepted by most scholars, only to stake his claim that “we know less, though, about their links to the wider fraternity of slaveholders in Cuba, in Brazil, and elsewhere, or about their place and their role in the hemisphere” (1). Here are, in synthesis, not only the reason that prompted Guterl to write American Mediterranean, but also the features that make it such an exceptionally innovative and, at the same time, timely work. In fact, in treating the southern master class as part of a much larger – and much more tightly linked than we previously thought – community of slaveholders in the Americas, Guterl places firmly his work at the center of the current ‘transnational turn’ in both historical and literary studies, and there is little doubt that, given its interdisciplinary character, American Mediterranean will appeal to both historians and experts of literature and culture. Using the fictional character of William Faulkner’s Thomas Sutpen in Absalom, Absalom ! – the slaveholder who went to the West Indies before his rise to fortune in the Old South – Guterl shows convincingly how the cosmopolitan dimension of the southern master class should prompt us to go well beyond old-fashioned studies of national histories of slavery, and to focus, instead, in classic ‘transnational’ fashion, on what he calls the “‘hemispheric engagements’ that shaped southern slaveholding” (7).
 In doing this, Guterl connects American Mediterranean to a host of recent studies that place the culture of the South, and of the United States in general, in a much larger context, whether hemispheric or global.1 At the same time, Guterl links his research with Peter Kolchin’s idea of historical comparison between the American South and “other Souths”, while he criticizes harshly those comparative studies – the majority, he thinks, a little inaccurately – that, through comparison, emphasize “the power of the local … and the boundaries of the nation- state”, but “hide connections” (11).2 By the standards of the current historical debate, in fact, Guterl’s American Mediterranean could very well take its place among the best studies of what French scholars call histoire croisée – a type of study focused on historical connections and ideological transfers between peoples and nations, rather than on comparison between them.3 In Guterl’s case, the focus is on the Caribbean – the “American Mediterranean” in Matthew Maury’s 1854 phrase – and there is certainly no better place to look for southern slaveholders’ connections with the master classes of other regions of the Americas. Generations of scholars have paved the way to Guterl’s sophisticated study, first by focusing on the southern slaveholders’ attempt at creating a Caribbean empire by annexing Cuba in the 1850s, and more recently, by looking at the larger Atlantic context of the Haitian revolution.4
 At different points in his book, Guterl show that he does build upon previous studies, but then he goes well beyond them, demonstrating how the focus on the Caribbean cannot be peripheral and circumscribed to certain events, but has to be central if we wish to understand the antebellum, Civil War, and Reconstruction South in its proper context. As Elizabeth Kelly Gray has eloquently summarized, Guterl’s compelling argument is that “Southern sectionalism … was international”5; by the same token, the rise and fall of the Confederacy, and then Reconstruction had an equally crucial international dimension, given that their [End Page 1103] repercussions affected the entire American hemisphere, and particularly the “American Mediterranean”. Indeed, in the first chapter of his book, Guterl shows, through the stories of diverse characters such as Octavia Walton, Ambrosio Gonzalez, and James Achille de Caradeuc, how the “American Mediterranean” came into being, through continuing exchanges and relocations that dated as far back as the Haitian revolution, during which “a good many of the grand blancs of...
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