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ABSTRACT 

This study endeavours to present an overall view of 

the Pacific work of Paul Gauguin and Robert Louis Stevenson. 

These two artists were responsible for a considerable expan­

sion of the South Pacific romantic tradition in Western 

popular thought. Through their works, the 'South Seas myth' 

was definitively incorporated into the substratum of Western 

culture and attained permanent forms of art1st1c expression. 

The study follows a geographic-humanistic approach to the 

exposition of the nature and content of the works of 

Stevenson and Gauguin relatinE to Pacific themes. 

Tne myth which has been created about the ~aci1ic, 

attributing characteristics of environmental splendour and 

ideal living conditions to that geographical area, l s rooted 

in the huwan belief in the existence of an earthly parad i se. 

This belief is part of man's mystique since time immemorial. 

The location of this paradise in the islands of the South 

Pacific was the result of creative processes in which the 

contributions of eighteenth century explorers and nineteenth 

century travellers and artists played a role of paramount 

importance. 

Stevenson, along wi th Herman ~elv1lle, Charles 

Warren Stoddard and Pierre Lot i, was among the writers whose 

works exerted farthest-reac hing effects upon the development 
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of the South Seas myth' in contemporary thought. Steven­

sonian South Seas prose obeyed the same principles of allure­

ment and romance which had been traditional to previous 

literary accounts within the spirit of the 'myth.' It was 

infused, however, with topographical qualities which assured 

the rendering of a convincing local atmosphere to most of 

his novels and short stories. 

Gauguin developed his Pacific art in a very personal 

way, synthesizing the physical and human environments of 

Tahiti and Hiva-Oa in order to obtain a transcendental repre­

sentation of Polynesian themes. His paintings are not 

photographic reporductions of the island milieu, although 

many of them possess descriptive potential to serve as accu­

rate portrayals of late nineteenth century rural life in 

Tahiti and the Marquesas. Gauguin painted from memory rather 

• than from nature and endowed his works with a quality of per-

manence based on a personal search for the ultimate reality of 

places and people. 

It is argued that the contribution of Stevenson a td 

Gauguin to the reassertion of the 'South Seas myth' in Western 

consciousness is strong and permanent and has influenced a 

significant number of twentieth century Pacific artists. 

Examiners: 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

A definition of humanistic geography 

Humanistic geography is concerned with describing 

and explaining the geographical ideas contained in works 

which, by their nature, are classified within the field of 

the humanities (e.g. painting , music, literature), With 

few exceptions, developments of this type are relatively 

recent in the context of geographical research. 

Artistic and literary sources have been tradition­

ally neglec~ea by most geographers whose in~eres~s in re­

search lie only within the rigid limits of what has been 

conventionally accepted as the Justifiable domains of geo­

graphic concern. Although some geographers have realizec 

the importance of art and literature as subJect-matter and 

sources of information for distinctive geographic work, the 

proportion of works dealing with humanistic subjects is 

exceedingly small when compared with the bulk of the geo­

graphic research output. 

One of the reasons why art and literature have sel­

dom been fields of primary interest for the professional 

geographer seems to lie in the apparent incompatibility 

between Science and Art. I nstead o: being treated as com-

plementary to each other, Science and Art have been 



usually observed in the light of their philosophical dis­

parities and opposing obJectives. 'Science,' as performed 

by the geographer in the exercise of his research and teach­

ing functions was thus in direct contrast with 'Art,' as 

performed by the writer, the painter, or the musician, for 

example. 

The quantitative revolution of the 1950's and 

2 

19g0's brought about a major change in the orientation and 

methodological basis of geographical research. Making wide 

use of mathematical and statistical techniques, building 

theoretical models and trying to establish a body of general 

laws, most geographers tended to overlook approaches that 

did not conform with the new terms established for research. 

According to many of them, geography should become nomo­

thetic and should rely on deductive reasoning to the greatest 

possible extent. More traditional approaches, based on 

idiogrP~h1c-inductive techniques, were usually ostensibly 

discarded as inadequate, lacking mathematical rigour and a 
1 

practical purpose. 

Some scholars, however, remained faithful to the 

making of a more humane geography. Their approaches were 

less technically inclined and more meaningful to the 

1Taaffe, E. J. (ed.) , "Geography as a Social S c1 ence," 
1n Geography (Englewood-Cliffs , N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1970), 
pp. 5-36; and Chisholm, Michael, Research 1n Human Geography 
(London, Heinemann, 1971), pp. 1-7. 



thoughtful, the well-read, and perhaps the average person. 

Carlo. Sauer and John K. Wright were among the first North 

American geographers to give full consideration to the in­

tellectual possibilities of the relationship between geo­

graphy and the humanities. Their philosophical standpoint 

has found continuity in the present day attempts of David 

Lowenthal, Yi-Fu Tuan and Sister A. Buttimer, among others. 

The study of these authors provided a dialectical basis for 
2 

the ideas presented in this work. 

Aims of the Study 

A myth has been created about the Pacific over the 

last two hundred years. This myth embodies a set of beliefs 

according to which the Pacific Islands are seen as earthly 

paradises, aesthetically pleasing micro-environments where 

hedonistic existence prevails and where refuge from the 

strain of civilized life can be ~asily found. The 'myth of 

2sign1ficant titles contri buted to geographic literature 
by the above-mentioned artists are: Carlo. Sauer's The 
Mornhology of Lands cape (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1925); John K. Wri ght 's "Terrae Incognitae: The Place 
of the Imagination in Geogr aphy, " in Annals of the Assoc1a­
t1on of Amer ican Geographers , Vol. 37, No. 1, ~arch 1947, 
pp. 1-15; David Lowenthal's "G eography, experience and ima­
gination: towards a geographical epistemology," 1n Annals of 
the As s 0c1ation of Ameri can Geo~r aphers, Vol. 51, No. 3, 
September 1961, -pp. 241-260 ; Yi- Fu Tuan's 'Geography, pheno­
menole gy and the study of human nature," in The Canadian 
Geographer , Vol. -15, No. 3, Fall 1971, pp. 181-192, and 
Topophil1a (Englewood-Cliff s, N. J .: Prentice-Hall, 1974); 

3 

and, finall y , Anne Buttimer 's Soci ety and Milieu 1n t he French 
Geo ~ranh1c Tr a di t ion, (Chi cago: Association of American Geo­
graphers-Rand McNally, 1971) . 
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the South Seas,' as it is often called, came into being as a 

result of several independent intellectual forces. Paramount 

among these forces were the eighteenth century explorers and 

the nineteenth century travellers and artists. Through them, 

the Western world was invaded by a wave of works depicting 

the South Pacific island environment and native ways of life. 

Realistic or fictional, these works appealed to the popular 

mind and established a legend about Pacific lands that is 

now an integral part of the Western mystique. They are often 

classified or recognized as the 'Paradise literature school' 

or the 'literature of Paradise." Generally obeying certain 

characteristics of form and content, regional literature on 

the South Seas expresses Western perceptions of the Pacific 

mac.1. oC-Ob!u both .J.11 prose c::1.1al poe-cry. S ev erdl ar-1,ists came to 

be popularly identified with the Pacific in the last and 

present centuries. The association of their names with this 

specifi geographic area was motivated by the consistent 

centering of their works on Pacific themes. Melville (T;ypee, 

1846; Omoo, 1847), Nordhoff & Hall (Faery Lands of the South 

Seas, 1921; The Hurricane, 1936; The Bounty Trilogy, 1938), 

and Michener (Return to Paradise, 1951; Hawaii, 1959) are 

some of the authors belonging to this category. 

This study is concerned with presenting a geographic­

humanistic analysis of the life and work of two artists 

whose popular images are, today as before, closely associ­

ated with the Pacific, The artists in question are Paul 
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Gauguin (1848-1903) and Robert Louis Stevenson (1850-1894). 

The maJor purpose is to evaluate the contributions of Gauguin 

and Stevenson to the development of the 'South Seas myth' in 

the core of contemporary Western popular culture. Special 

attention is given to the power of geographical expression 

in their works, either as descriptions of the physical and 

social environment of the islands they visited, or simply as 

creative/fictional evocations of a South Pacific milieu that 

is more a personal mental construction than a widely exper­

ienced reality. 

Although working with different media, Gauguin and 

Stevenson can be compared in terms of their lives and artis­

tic production. The similarities and contrasts observable 

LeLweer1 ~he ~wo drtis~s make tne presen~ unaer~aKing wortn­

while and often enlightening, since Gauguin and Stevenson 

have very seldom been united for an analytical inquiry of 

this n, ture. 

From a geographical point of view, this work is 

unique in the basis of the selection of its subJect-matter 

and methodological orientation. Its ties with the humani­

ties in general and with art in particular are evident. We 

regard the closeness of this rapport and the overlapping of 

influences from fields so diverse in their constitution as 

factors of intellectual strength rather than as indicators 

of scientific indiscipline. The sc1e1ces and the humanities 

are viewed here in the light of their relationships and com-

plementary character rather than treated as opposing fields 



of human knowledge. It is hoped that this broader perspec­

tive will facilitate the understanding of the plurality of 

ideas contained in the study. 

This analysis could also be classified as belonging 

to the field of 'aesthetic geosophy,' a term coined by John 

K. Wright to define "the study of the expression of geo­

graphical conceptions in literature and in art." 3 

Parts of the study 

The study is composed of two main parts which are 

defined in the form of time periods. This procedure was 

adopted in order to simplify the exposition of the complex 

array of information pertaining to the research and, when­

ever possible, to give more homogeneity to the facts treated 

under different headings. The two parts are: 

I - The Birth of the South Seas Myth (1768-1888) 

This phase covers the activities of a number of vi­

sitors to the Pacific (explorers, naturalists, travellers, 

missionaries, government officials, and artists, among 

others). The year 1768 was purposely chosen to mark the 

beginning of the period, which lasted 120 years and ended 

with the departure of Stevenson for the Marquesas in 1888. 

The events registered within this span of time are inti­

mately related to the birth of the 'South Seas myth' in 

- 3wr1ght, op. cit., p. 15. 

6 



Western popular thought. Still very important to be consi­

dered are the imprints left in the minds of Gauguin and 

Stevenson by the work of some of their predecessors in the 

area. 

II - The 'Stevenson-Gauguin era's 1888-1903. 

This period encompasses the sum of the Pacific ex­

periences of the two artists. It begins with the arrival 

7 

of Stevenson in the Marquesas in July, 1888, and it ends with 

the death of Gauguin in the same island group in May, 1903. 

For the purposes of this research, the experiences of 

Stevenson and Gauguin will be treated individually, each ar­

tist being dedicated an independent chapter in the study. 

The conclusion of the study constitutes an assess-

the fl~,,,.,.,,,,..., 1>"1 - - ..... a---· --· 

the creation of a popular imagery concerning the South 

Pacific. It also contains a brief evaluation of the contri­

butions of the successors of Stevenson and Gauguin to th£ 

development of the 'South Seas myth.' The role of modern 

mass media in the diffusion of the myth is equally considered. 

Methodology 

Four main steps were followed in the preparation of 

the study. 

(1) A relatively extensive library research was ini­

tiated with the purpose of surveying all titles related to 

the main topics covered in the study. A comprehensive 11st 

of books resulted from this initial survey. This list was 



then submitted to the two successive critical evaluations 

which took into account the intrinsic qualities of each 

work as well as its potential contributions to the research. 

The initial list was thus narrowed down to a more selective, 

substantial bibliography. 

(11) With significant titles already in hand, a re­

search design for the whole study was finally established. 

The plan included topics that would be the obJect of special 

consideration during the reading phase of the research, 

broad themes around which the main body of the dissertation 

was to be developed, and tentative dates for the accomplish­

ment of each phase of the study. 

(111) Relying on the research design and utilizing 

t.!-1~ G cl cctcd 'bibli0graphy, tln:: r ·ca.cliug puc1se was comm enc ea. 

The works were grouped in eight different units, according 

to their contents ( 1) Gauguin, ( 2) Stevenson, ( 3) geo­

graphy of the South Pacific, (4) Pacific history, ( 5) etl 10-

logy of Polynesia, (6) philosophy, (7) art, and (8) litera­

ture. 

(1v) The reading led to the delineation of central 

themes in each research area, partially based upon the re­

curring ideas expressed by different authors on a same 

topic. The subsequent analysis of these themes in terms 

of their constitution and validity coincided with the first 

stages of the writing phase of the study. 

The research, preparation, ~nd ultimate creation of 

8 



the present work as it now stands was the result of subjec­

tive processes. The methodology used was essentially qual­

itative. Freedom, intellectual spontaneity and flexibility 

dominated all phases of the study. Given the nature of the 

study and the body of data available for research, it was 

felt that subJective thinking presented better chances of 

yielding more meaningful results than the application of 

restrictive patterns of empirical reasoning. The subJec­

t1vity to which we refer was permeated, however, with obJec­

tivity and common sense. An adequate level of detachment 

was observed throughout the study, especially when circum­

stances of emotional impact required an accurate, faithful 

rendering of impressions, sensations and feelings. 

9 



CHAPTER II 

THE BIRTH OF THE SOUTH SEAS MYTH 

(1768-1888) 

The historical framework 

The gradual opening of the Pacific to the European 

world was a lengthy process which involved four centuries of 

human activity within an exceedingly vast geographical area. 

To secure a better understanding of the birth and develop­

ment of a typical Pacific imagery in Western popular thought 

some consideration should be given to the interplay of histor­

:1cal facts in th.i.::-, fralllewurK of i;ime anci space. For present 

purposes, the focus is upon the second half of the eighteenth 

century. 

1. The eighteenth century voyagc3 of exploration 

When Captain James Cook first sailed for the Pacific 

in August, 1768, the intellectual spheres of Europe had been 

actively engaged in speculations about the 'South Seas' for 
1 at least sixteen years. The wave of curiosity on matters 

concerning the Pacific was officially started when the 

French scholar Maupertuis addressed his Lettre sur le 

1 Beaglehole, John C., The Exulorat1on of the Pac1f1c 
(London: Black, 1934), pp. 224-229. 



11 

progres des sciences to Frederick II of Prussia in 1752. 

The document proposed three areas of investigation for spe­

cial attention by scientists of the time. Among these areas, 

the search for the 'Southern Continent' was the most impor­

tant topic to be investigated. Influenced by Maupertuis and 

based on the accounts of the voyages of William Dampier, 

Jacob Roggeveen and other explorers, Charles de Brosses pub­

lished his Histoire des Navigations aux Terres Australes in 

1756. The work immediately became a classic and motivated 

French and British commercial and scientific societies to 

pressure their respective governments for the organization of 

voyages of exploration to the Pacific. 

The scientific, economic, and socio-political conse-

2 
not relate to the primary obJectives of this study. It is 

important, however, to consider the impact caused by these 

successive voyages of discovery on the European imaginat11n. 

The official accounts of each voyage were the media 

through which most information concerning such ventures was 

passed on to the public. These accounts usually consisted 

2 For an extensive and well documented review of the 
several phases of Pacific exploration refer to: Beaglehole, 
op. cit.; Andrew Sharp, The Discover of the Pacific Islands 
(Oxford: Clarendon, 1960; and Ernest s. Dodge, Beyond the 
Ca es Pac1f1c Exnlorat1on from Ca ta1n Cook to the 
Challenger, 1770-l 77 Boston: Little, Brown, 1971 • 



12 

of two sections which complemented one another: 

a) a written statement of all events concerning the 

respective voyage, generally in the form of a Journal which 

included geographical descriptions of the places visited and 

their inhabitants; 

b) an illustrative section, usually consisting of maps 

and a collection of engraved plates showing topographical 

scenes, natives, obJects of material culture, and botanical 

and zoological specimens found in the island environment. 

In general, the written account was the responsibi­

lity of the commander of the expedition. The illustrations 

and maps, essential complements of the text, were left in 

charge of the artists and scientific draughtsmen accompany-

ing the group. Tcgettcr, tc~t and ill~3tr~tions .. ere put-

lished in the form of ~tlases,' avidly sought after by 

scientists, intellectuals, and members of the upper classes. 

The nature of public rea ~t1on to these publications 

was determined by the content of the publication itself. 

Although the accounts were generally written according to 

rules of obJectivity, scientific detachment anddescriptive 

precision, one notices a basic lack of uniformity between 

the works published. Such variations seem to be due to 

differences in the intellect ual background and personal 

temperamental qualities of the respective authors. 

The accounts of the voyages of John Byron (1764-

1766) and Philip Carteret (1766-1769) are informative and 
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precise, and contain numerous data concerning latitudinal 

and longitudinal positions, weather conditions, descriptions 

of islands and contact situations with native peoples, in 

addition to information about everyday events aboard the 

ships. Their style is simple, restrained and technically 

oriented. The Journal of the voyage of Samuel Wallis (1766-

1768), written by Master George Robertson, offers an alto­

gether different picture. Although highly informative, ba­

sically obJective, and punctuated by perceptive observations 

of physical and human environments, Robertson's work indi­

cates a great deal of emotional involvement on the part of 

its author. Expressions of aesthetic appreciation are 

often used, especially 1n the account of the discovery of 

and. soJourn on 'l'aniti. 

Louis Antoine de Bougainville (1766-1769), arriving 

in Tahiti shortly after the visit of Wallis, also inJected 

his writings with deeply personal observations. Himself 1 

nobleman enJoying the refinements of a classically-oriented 

education, Bougainville was one of the most literary-inclined 

of the navigators who entered the Pacific. His writings are 

geographically meaningful and contain numerous references to 

the physical characteristics of the island milieu but these 

observations are usually rendered in a romantic-poetic vein. 

References to mythological personages abound, being used in 

appraisals of the Tahitians' physique as well as in descrip­

tions of their customs and rituals. 



Joseph Banks, accoMpanying Cook on his first voyage 

to the Pacific (17§8-1771), left observations slightly more 

restrained than those of Bougainville. Being a naturalist, 

his accounts are obviously oriented towards the description 

of environmental phenomena and picture the island physio­

graphy with great richness of detail. His ethnological ac­

counts of native peoples are also perceptive and accurate. 

The overall tone of his prose reveals, however, a gift for 

tasteful analogies and a concern for the beautiful. These 

traits made Banks a very readable writer and humanized his 

figure before the public. 

14 

Captain James Cook left voluminous documentation 

concerning the lands he discovered and surveyed in the 

Pacific during the course of his three voyages: 1768-1771, 

1772-1775, and 1776-1780. Of all the eighteenth century 

explorers he was the one whose writings exerted the most in­

fluence upon the European public 3 His accounts do not 

have the embellishments of Bougainville or the wit of Banks 

but they reflect careful observation, accuracy in the des­

cription of scenes and events, and attention to detail. 

Cook was a practical, highly perceptive individual and main­

tained a notable level of personal detachment throughout 

3nodge, Ernest s., op. cit., p. 15. 
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his narratives, never allowing his own emotions and feelings 
4 to emerge, 

2, The nineteenth century: explorers, missionaries and 

other incomers 

The European consciousness of the Pacific took shape 

little by little, with the successive publication of the ac­

counts of early explorers such as Bougainville, Cook, Bligh 

and Vancouver. However, in the last years of the century 

and throughout the first decades of the 1800's, other types 

of incomers to the Pacific also began to bring their acti­

vities to the attention of Europeans. These individuals 

can be classified in terms of occupational categories. Nine 

categories are often recognized in the literature associated 

with specific moments of the history of the Pacific. The 

categories are: a) explorers, b) m1ss1onar1es, c) scien­

tists, d) whalers, e) traders, f) beachcombers, g) govern­

ment officials, h) travellers, and 1) artists. The reprf­

sentatives of each category influenced the general public 

in different ways and through different media. 

Among the later explorers and navigators whose 

names became traditionally associated with the Pacific are 

the French J. S, C. Dumont d' Urville (1826-1829, 1837-1840) 

4comparing the temperaments of Cook and Bougainville, 
Philarete Chastes defined Cook as being "plus simple, plus 
naif, et plus marin" whereas Bougainville was "plus orne', 
plus dixhu1tieme siecle," in Alan Mo:>rehead, The Fatal 
Impact (New York1 Harper and Row, 1966), p. 207. 
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and A. A. Du Petit-Thouars (1836-1839), and the Americans 

Edmund Fanning (1807-1808) and Charles Wilkes (1838-1842). 

Missionaries left a quite extensive record of their 

stay in the Pacific. Their works, often summing up the to­

tality of their life experiences in the islands, were usually 

published under the auspice of missionary societies in the 

United States and Europe. The pattern followed by many 

missionaries in the composition of their books included a 

historical, geographic and economic description of the is­

land or island group where the mission was situated, an ap­

praisal of the or1g1nal culture of the native people they 

were in charge of converting, and a record of significant 

events marking the life of the missionary in his island 

pest. :.1.:..ssJ.0.1.~~Y li t€rc:..tt..:.:-c -.;~r:: dir~ctcd to n. \,:.de but 

specific public, composed of churchgoers and supporters of 

mission work in Europe and in the United States. Outside 

this s here its influence was minimal. One of the few ex­

ceptions to this rule was William Ellis,amissionary whose 

writings concerning the Pacific attained exceptional popu­

larity out of, as well as in, religious circles. Well 

known and also representative of the same type of literature 

are the works of John Williams (1837), George Turner (1861), 

A. W. Murray (1876), and William W. Gill (1885). 

Scientists who did field research in the Pacific and 

wrote popular accounts of their studious passages through the 

islands were rare. However, two names do stand out as 
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authors of classic works regarding the Pacific environment 

which appealed to ~ide audiences, Charles Darwin and Thomas 

Henry Huxley. 

Whalers, traders and beachcombers contributed little 

to the popularization of the Pacific island realm. Most of 

the individuals within these categories left few personal 

records of their Pacific experiences. Remarkable exceptions 

in each of the three categories were Frederick D. Bennet, 

commander of a whaling expedition around the world (18)3-

18)6); E. H. Lamont, trader in one of the Tonga Islands; and 

Edward Robarts, beachcomber in the Marquesas from 1797 to 

1806. 5 

Government officials often published accounts of 

their years of uolitical activity in the Pac1f1c, but most of 

these works had little impact on the public as a whole. An 

outstanding exception to this rule is Jacques-Antoine 

Moerenhout, author of the classic Voyage aux lles du Gra1g 

Oc~an (1837). Moerenhout's work is important in the concext 

of the present study because it was used by Gauguin as a 

source of background information for Ancien Culte Mahorie. 

Travellers can be difficult to identify because 

relatively few individuals travelled as a professional 

~efer to H. E. Maude, "Beachcombers and Castaways," 
in Of Islands and Men (Melbourne1 Oxford University Press, 
1968), Chapter IV , pp. 134-177 , for a thorough analysis of 
the activity of beacheombers in the Pacific during the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centtlries , The paper contains 
references to William Mariner and Herman Melville. 
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occupation. Journalists dominated the field for decades. 

Most of their accounts were published in newspapers and 

periodicals and did not reach publication in book form, a 

fact which, in part, accounted for the temporary character 

of the influence of their individual literary works. In 

addition, some travel books exist whose authors never visited 

the Pacific. Making use of secondary and tertiary biblio­

graphical sources, these works were often largely ficti­

tious. Recognized travellers who did contribute to Pacific 

travel literature during the first half of the century were 

the Americans James J. Jarves, Thomas J. Farnham, and 

William M. Wood. 

Artists played an important role in the creation of 

& ra~s~ ccnscio~s~=~~ o: the Pac~fic. Th~m,eh pa1nt1ng or 

literature, their works captivated the public and offered a 

respite to the reading of scientifically-oriented accounts 

of islands and peoples. Working initially under the influ­

ence of scientists and naturalists, and having their creative 

power limited by the empirical aims of the expeditions, they 

were offered few opportunities to reflect personal inter­

pretations of the places visited. The influence of academies 

and 'schools of taste' was also strong at the time and dis­

torted whatever impulses of aesthetic 'personal1sm' some 

artists may have tried to express. It was not until the 

middle of the nineteenth century that artists were partially 

liberated from these compromising bonds and started render­

ing more personal views of physical environments and human 



subJects. 

The 'South Seas myth' its origin and content 

1.1 Literature: the noble, ignoble and romantic savages 

The development of a European imagery of the 

Pacific in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was 

closely related to literary and artistic influences. Among 

the works that exerted a decisive weight in the process of 

formation of the 'South Seas myth' in Western popular 
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though~ four titles are of utmost importance: a) Dalrymple's 

An Account of the Discoveries made in the South Pacifick [sic] 

OCE;ci.11 previuub tu 1764, prj,_11 t~u .dl 17G7 but 1101, r·elea::.t:d lltl­

til two years later; b) Bougainville's Voyage autour du 

Monde (1771); c) Hawkesworth's An Account of the Voyages 

Undertaken by the Order of His Present MaJesty for Makini 

Discoveries in the Southern Hemisphere ••• (1773); and 

d) Cook's Voyages (1784). 

Dalryrnple's work is remembered mainly for its specu­

lations concerning the existence of 'Terra Australis Incog­

n1ta,' a vast continent which was supposed to exist some­

where 1n the South Pacific. Its publication led to Cook's 

efforts to check upon the existence of that land. The con­

tr1but1on of Alexander Dalrymple to the birth of the myth 

was due exclusively to the populari~y that his work obtained 

among the European reading public, His ideas were purely 



scientific and no attempts were made to present the Pacific 

in a romanticized way. 6 
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Louis Antoine de Bougainville has been identified by 

several authors as the true originator of the myth, espe­

cially through the idea he conveyed of the existence of an 

earthly paradise in Tahiti. Although his most important 

work was Voyage auteur du Monde, the greatest impact of his 

South Pacific views was actually achieved through the pre­

vious publication of a smaller account: Relation de la 

d~couverte gue vient de faire M. de Bouguainville [sic], 

d'une Isle gu'il a nommee La Nouvelle Cythere (1769). Along 

with Bouga1nville's romantic interpretation of the Tahitian 

physical and social environments, another member of the ex­

!Jetl1. HOn also crecti..ed a sensd.1,.Lon for n.1s rnapsoaic descrip­

tion of the island. His name was Philibert de Commerson and 

his Lettre • • • sur la decouverte de la nouvelle ile de 
\ Cythert ou Tait1 was published with great popular recepti-

vity by the 'Mercure de France' of November, 1769, 

In England the 'South Seas myth' was born in 1773, 

with the appearance of John Hawkesworth's book. Commissioned 

by the British Admiralty to edit the voyages of John Byron, 

Philip Carteret, Samuel Wallis and the first of Cook's voy­

ages to the Pacific, Hawkesworth found himself involved in 

a very difficult task. The official logs of the respective 

6 Beaglehole, John C., op. cit., pp. 230-232, 
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voyages were to be followed faithfully but the information 

therein obtained had to be attractively conveyed in order to 

please the taste of the intellectual elite. This meant the 

exclusion of much nautical information from the book as well 

as the use of a compositional style that was appealing to the 

popular reader. At the time, Hawkesworth was severely criti­

cized for his editorial Job. Although certain critics have 

recently pointed out valuable qualities in his work, most of 

his contemporaries condemned the book for its lack of scien­

tific worth and its romanticized content. These criticisms 

originated mainly in scientific circles. Among the general 

public the book met with exceptional success and set the tone 

for much following literature concerning the South Pacific. 

information they contained and for the vividness with which 

they had been written. The books soon became classic refer­

ences for all serious or entertaining attempts at interpr t­

ing the realities of the Pacific world, and this has re­

mained true to the present. 

The information obtained from the accounts of the 

voyages of exploration was reflected in European philosophi­

cal circles in ways that gave definite shape to the 'South 

Seas myth' in Western consciousness. Voltaire, Rousseau and 

Diderot had some of their theories concerning man and society 



applied to the peoples of the Pacific. 7 Although their 

views and attitudes regarding the natives of the Pacific 

were not essentially identical, they involuntarily expanded 

the popularity of the myth through the prestige of their 

names. 
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The idea of a Golden Age surviving far from the cen­

ters of civilization, in lands inhabited by Rousseauian 

'natural men,' was used as an evidence of the corruption of 

Western culture. The myth of the 'noble savage' was an in­

tellectual creation with sources in European social self­

criticism. Its basis in actual facts was so brittle that the 

whole concept could not remain unaltered for long. The ob­

servation of cannibalism and infanticide, the news of massa-

groups (including the deaths of Cook, Marion du Fresne, and 

members of the expeditions of Furneaux and La Perouse), al­

lied to the bias brought into Pa ific literature by the ad­

verse missionary view of native culture~ explained the rever­

sal 1n the general attitude of the public toward the Pacific 

man. The concept of the 'ignoble savage' appeared as the 

result of these new influences. Certain geographical areas 

remained associated with ideas of 'soft primitivism' due to 

?For an excellent analysis of the philosophical ideas 
of Voltaire, Rousseau and Diderot, refer to Romain Rolland, 
Andre Mauro is and Edouard Herriot , French Thought 1n the 
Eighteenth Century (New York: David McKay Company, Inc., 
1953). 



23 

the pleasantness of their natural environment and to the 

docility of the lQcal population, as typified by conditions 

in the Society Islands; other areas became known as poles of 

'hard primitivism' by reason of their harsher climate and the 

unattractive and ruthless character of their inhabitants. 

This was the case of New Zealand, Australia and parts of 
8 

Melanesia. 

By the middle of 

idea of progress and the 

Western civilization had 

teenth century view, the 

'noble savage' from the 

the nineteenth century, when the 

belief in the material worth of 

replaced the old revisionist eigh-

opposing extremes separating the 

'ignoble savage' had yielded and con-

verged to a moderate position in the scale cf values. The 

f1eur~ of a 'romqn t1 c s avage ' was then b~ovght i~to light, 

reuniting the qualities of the former and the faults of the 

latter. Still an abstraction , the new creation was at least 

closer to conventional reality c1d avoided the extremes of 
9 

the previous views. 

Already following t he new trend, Chateaubriand gave 

in Le Genie du Christianisrne (1802) a view of Tahiti that is 

essentially romantic. In t hi s work, besides commenting on 

8smith, Bernard, Europ ean Vi sion and the South Pacific, 
1768-1850 (Oxfords Oxford University Press, 1960), pp. 6-7. 

9A classic work dealing with the 'noble savaget theme 
is H. N. Fa1rch1ld, The Noble -Sava e a stud in Romantic 
Naturalism (New Yorks Columbia University Press, 1928 • 



the changes which missionary activity had introduced into 

Tahitian life, he stresses with vehemence the idea of the 

transientness of human life even in environments so para­

disiacal in their constitution as that of Tahiti, 

1.2 Painting: three phases of Pacific pictorial repre­

sentation 
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Painting followed literature in this historical evo­

lution. Excluding the Pacific voyages prior to 1750, which 

yielded a scanty artistic output, three phases can usually 

be defined when a classification of early Pacific pictorial 

representation is attempted. 

a) The ~irst phase, between 1770 and 1800, is dominated 

by classical influences and the idea of the 'noble savage.' 

To this period belong celebrated artists whose works immor­

talized the South Pacific landscape and the 'noble savage' 

ideal in European thought. The trio Sydney Parkinson­

William Hodges-John Webber was responsible for the creat on 

of the visual 'South Seas myth,' 

Sydney Parkinson, contracted as a natural history 

draughtsman for Cook's first voyage, found himself obligated 

to act as a landscap1st when the sudden death of Alexander 

Buchan deprived the expedition of the latter's services, An 

expert in the drawing of botanical subJects, Parkinson tried 

to convey the same fidelity to form in the drawings of topo­

graphical views and coastal profiles. As a portraitist, he 

was ethnograph1cally accurate to a degree that Hodges and 



Webber failed to achieve. Parkinson's works reveal geogra­

phic precision anQ a taste for the picturesque and exotic, 
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William Hodges, deeply influenced by Claude, at­

tained in hl.s works the highest level of achievement in the 

representation of Tahiti as an island paradise. Seeking to 

combine scientific precision and classical idealism in order 

to please simultaneously the circles of science and those of 

taste, he created views of Tahiti that were accurate in 

their topographical aspects but remained essentially ideal­

ized as a whole. As Bernard Smith observed, Hodges attempted 

to elevate exotic topography to the high places re­
served for the ideal landscapes of Claude, the 
heroic landscapes of Poussin1 and the picturesque 
landscapes of Salvator Rosa. 0 

In this endeavour Hodges was never matched by any of his con­

temporaries. 

John Webber, professional draughtsmen in Cook's 

third voyage, left works whose nature was essentially illus­

trative. Drawing botanical and zoological as well as to~)o­

graphic and ethnographic subJects, it was in the former that 

he showed the highest level of perception and fidelity to 

the reality of the islands. His topographical views were 

equally satisfactory but he failed to render ethnographic 

data accurately. Webber's portraits of natives reveal ex­

cessive Europeanization in the facial features and garments. 

The works of Parkinson, Hodges and Webber, made 

- 10sm1th, Bernard, op. cit., pp. 47-48. 



popular through the editions of Cook's Voyages and multi­

plied incessantly 1n the form of engravings, became the 

dominant source of Pacific pictorial representation in 

European and American publications until the 1830's. 
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b) The second phase coincides with the beginning of 

missionary activity in the Pacific and spans several de­

cades, although its period of intellectual genesis is con­

centrated in the years from 1796 to the 1820's. The works 

of the period are characterized by a strong religious appeal 

and serve the purpose of illustrating aspects of early mis­

sionary life in the islands, The stereotype of the 'ignoble 

savage' appears as a result of the new ways of portraying 

native life, now seen through the stern eyes of the pioneer­

ing missionaries, both Catholic and ¥rotestant. Engravings 

based on Parkinson, Hodges and Webber were purposely altered 

to convey the cruelty of native customs and the horrors of 

paganism. Aspects of the physic ~l environment are rendered 

with relative precision but most of the works focus upon the 

figure of the missionary in his struggle to christianize the 

heathen. No artists of note are associated with this 

phase, 

c) The third and last phas e brings together all previous 

influences and presents them in a realistic, scientific per­

spective, The 'noble savage' and the 'ignoble savage' 

stereotypes merge into a mor e accurate representation of 

Pac1f1c 1s~ands and their occupants, The r1s1ng interest in 
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studies of the earth sciences and ethnology, allied to great 

improvements in the technological aspects of pictorial re­

presentation, led to the birth of an art closely associated 

with science. From the 1820's on this tendency evolved 

with increasing intensity and only lost its artistic impact 

with the advent of photography years later. Jacques Arago 

is the best known artist of this period, which also includes 

Thomas Henry Huxley. Huxley was a naturalist with great ar­

tistic ability who worked extensively in the islands of 

Melanesia. It is, however, the published accounts of the 

voyages of Dumont d'Urville and Charles Wilkes that best de­

fine the artist1c-sc1ent1fic endeavours of the time. 

2. Content of the 'myth' 

The content of the 'South Seas myth' can be analyzed 

under four separate headings: a) Beauty, b) Sexuality, 

c) Plenty, and d) Escape. Each of these classificatory rate­

gories retains in itself a great number of significant e~e­

ments that help to define the overall meaning of the 'myth.' 

2.1 Beauty 

The idea of the beautiful is associated with the 

'South Seas myth' in two ways. The first of these levels 

corresponds to the beauty perceived in the natural environ­

ment. The second dimension of beauty is the one which ideal­

izes the Polynesian physical type in the splendour of its 

ethnologic exoticism. Both ideas concerning the beauty of 

the Pacific physical and human environments were first 
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divulged in Europe with the publication of the accounts of 

the great voyages of discovery. 

The physical setting of the islands is usually de­

scribooin alluring terms. The warmth and amenity of the 

climate and the exuberance of the tropical vegetation score 

high in the number of references made by the first visitors. 

In general, it seems that the high volcanic islands exerted 

more aesthetic appeal on the European mind than did the low 

coral atolls, but the South Sea island stereotype cannot be 

defined only in terms of topographical characteristics. 

Both high islands and atolls are part of the myth. The con­

ventional South Sea island picture is one of palm-fringed 

beaches, blue seas and fascin8ting coral formations, limpid 

lagoons ~eeming wi~n sea life, rus~ic na~1ve nu~s grouped 

together or scattered amidst a luxuriant vegetation, a sunny, 

transparent atmosphere sometimes disturbed by strong winds 

and violent showers, and a general tranquillity that leac1 

to inconsequential pastimes and relaxation. 

The human element received as much attention on the 

part of the European observers as did the environment in 

which they lived. Following the 'noble savage' stereotype, 

they were described as possessing attractive facial features 

and sculpturally-shaped bodies. This model was usually ap­

plied to Polynesian people only, especially those l1v1ng 1n 

areas 1dent1f1ed with the concept of 'soft primit1v1sm,' as 

the Society Islands or the MarquesaL. The picture conveyed 

of Melanesian peoples and Australian aborigines was far less 



favorable and stressed the ugliness of their physique and 

their lack of grace. This reaction led to the invention of 

a 'comic savage' stereotype applied to the natives of the 
11 

mentioned areas. 

2.2 Sexuality 
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The notion of sexual permissiveness is attached to 

the most basic elements of the myth.' It had its origin in 

the accounts of Buugainville, Robertson, Banks, Cook and de 

Commerson, describing their friendly reception by the 

Tahitians and the readiness with which the women of Tahiti 

engaged in sexual intercourse with the members of the expedi­

tions. Naturalness with regard to nudity was also another 

praised quality of the island people and here the beauty of 

the Polynesian physique came into play. It is important to 

note that the sexual content of the 'South Seas myth' is 

oriented almost exclusively to the perspective of male 

visitors. The stereotype of Sol vh Sea island paradise seldom 

offers opportunity for a Western woman to establish willful 

sexual relationship with a native man. This imbalance is 

due, perhaps, to the overwhelming number of male writers 

who devoted books to South Pacific themes. The vision of a 

Western man surrounded by a solicitous group of Polynesian 

beauties is indeed typical of the male-oriented myth and has 

become a part of the 'mirage oceanien' since the times of 

11smith, Bernard, op. cit ,, pp. 165-166, 
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Bouga1nville. 

2.3 Plenty 

One of the popular assumptions involving the 'South 

Seas myth' is related to the theme of economic survival. 

Retaining much of the Golden Age mystique of material abun­

dance without toil, and based on the early observations of 

explorers that recorded the atmosphere of plenty inherent to 

Tah1t1 and other Polynesian islands, this facet of the 'myth' 

contrasted directly with the harsher life of nineteenth 

century Europe. The vision of a land of eternal summer where 

all the necessities of life were generously provided by 

Nature with a minimum of human effort became the idealized 

representation of the typical South Sea island in contempo­

rary Western popular thought. Associated with the notion of 

plenty was also the idea of native hospitality towards white 

visitors, providing for the latter's material needs during 

their ,tay on the island. 

2.4 Escape 

The element of escape 1s perhaps the most notorious 

aspect of the creation of the 'South Seas myth' in its pre­

sent form, The intense symbolism associated with the idea 

of 'island,' a self-contained world, a m1croenv1ronment 

where one leads an existence of peace and harmony with one's 

own self, far from the turbulence of civilized life, per­

meated the myth with an indelible Utopian quality. This 
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longing for life in a better world, a world characterized by 

simplicity, spontaneity and beauty, away from the artificial 

mechanisms of civilization, is indeed inherent in the 'back­

to-nature' dream and was thoroughly coloured by Rousseauian 

thought during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

Escape was the element of strength in the formation of the 

myth, the implicit leitmotif of most works produced by the 

'Paradise literature school,' and the 'raison-d'etre' of the 

myth its elf. 

The Pacific in literature: Melville, Stoddard, Lot1 and 

others 

It was in the domain of literature, both fictional 

dnci no11-f.Lct1ouc:ll, tha.t, the 'Sout11 Sec1s 111ych' a~ta1ned its 

greatest development as an expression of stereotyped images 

and ideas. Several writers contributed to this development 

during the eighteenth and ninettenth centuries and many of 

them became popularly associated with the Pacific by virtue 

of the regional character of their novels and travel ac­

counts. For the purpose of the present study thirteen au­

thors were selected among those whose works best character­

ized the South Seas in literature prior to the arrival of 

Robert Louis Stevenson in the area (1888). Three of these 

authors, Herman Melville, Charles Warren Stoddard, and 

Pierre Loti, will be considered with special attention due to 

the represantativeness of their works 1n the context of 

Pacific literature. 
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1. The eighteenth century 

Two names-traditionally associated with the Pacific 

in eighteenth century fictional literature are Daniel Defoe 

(1659-1731) and Jonathan Swift (1667-1745). Defoe's work, 

Life and Adventures of Robinson Crusoe, was published in 

1719. Based on the true experiences of Alexander Selkirk in 

the Juan Fernandez group, the book contained ingredients of 

popular appeal and showed some of the elements that would 

make Paradise literature conspicuously famous in the course 

of the following century. Jonathan Swift's Gulliver's 

Travels, published roughly two years later, would also enjoy 

the same literary destiny of popular success. Influenced by 

accounts of the voyages of William Dampier, Swift gave a 

located the island of Lilliput to the west of 'Diemen's 

Land.' Both works are historically connected with the ini­

tial phase of Pacific exploration and helped to canalize 

popular curiosity to the area. It is erroneous, however, to 

consider Robinson Crusoe and Gulliver's Travels as early ex­

amples of typical South Sea island novel. Both works were 

created before the advent of the 'noble savage' myth in its 

Pacific context; Defoe set his novel in the Caribbean and not 

in the South Pacific; and, finally, the physical and human 

milieus depicted in the Gulliver story are characteristi­

cally European and not Polynesian. 

Following the great voyages of discovery of the 

second half of the century and strongly influenced by them, 



two important pieces of work were published having the 

Pacific as their geographical setting. The first of them 

was George Keate's Account of the Pelew Islands (1788) 1 the 
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second was Samuel Taylor Coleridge's Rime of the Ancient 

Mariner (1798). Both authors used the voyages of explora­

tion as sources of inspiration not only for the narration of 

events but also for the creation of an accurate local atmos­

phere in which to situate the stories. According to Bernard 

Smith, "Keate's Account is the most thoroughgoing and ela­

borate presentation of the noble savage in the literature of 
" 12 the South Seas." 

2, The nineteenth century 

Other works still closely associated with the era of 

discoveries were Mary Russell Mitford's Christina, The Maid 

of the South Seas (1811) and George Byron's The Island, or, 

Christian and his Comrades (1823), Both based their plots on 

the events resulting from the Bo·wty mutiny and the subsequent 

settlement of Pitcairn Island by the group of Fletcher 

Christian. The Pacific described by both Mitford and Byron 

in their poems is highly coloured by romantic tones, already 

within the spirit of the myth. However, the imagery used in 

both works is essentially European. 

Two American novelists who left fictional works about 

1mag1nary Pac1f1c islands were Edgar Allan Poe and James 

- 12sm1th, Bernard, op. cit., p. 99, 



Fenimore Cooper. Their inclusion in this review is Justified 

by the popularity xhey obtained in other realms of fiction. 

Poe's The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym of Nantucket (1838) 

and Cooper's The Crater, or Vulcan's Peak (1847) have quali­

ties of their own and show many of the characteristics of 

style which made the notoriety of their authors, but neither 

Poe nor Cooper considered themselves South Sea novelists and 

their contributions are seen today as literary curiosities. 

Another American writer who contributed to Pacific 

literature although not professionally or popularly 1dent1-

f1ed with the area is Samuel L. Clemens (1835-1910), liter­

arily known as Mark Twain. In 1866, Clemens was sent to the 

Hawaiian Islands as a newspaper corresponde~t for the 

islands lasted four months and resulted in the publication 

of twenty-five letters later put together in Roughing It 

(1872). Twain's descriptions of Hawaii are geographically 

accurate and written in a Journalistic style but his roman­

ticized views have been criticized by many as not being rep­

resentative of the social reality of the islands at the 

time. 

In France, also in the 1860's, a work was published 

that would become a classic of French Pacific literature. 

The author, Max Radiguet, had acted as secretary of Du 

Pet1t-Thouars during the latter's naval exped1t1on to the 

Pacific be~ween 1841 and 1845. A perceptive and artistically 

gifted individual, Rad1guet transposed to Les Derniers 



Sauvages the observations he had been able to make during 

his long stay in the Marquesas. Most of the book is con­

cerned with ethnological data, treated non-technically and 

seen through a romantic vein. A collection of drawings was 

also prepared by the author but only came to be inserted in 

the written account with the 1929 edition of the book. 13 

2.1 Herman Melville 
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Herman Melville (1819-1891) is today unanimously con­

sidered the great novelist of the Pacific, the major liter­

ary genius to write on Pacific themes. Among his works, 

one (Moby Dick, 1851) is ranked among the masterpieces of 

world literature and has been cited by Geoffrey Stone as the 

greatest novel ever written by an American. 14 

Melville's literary career began in 1846 with the 

publication of Typee: A Peep at Polynesian Life. Omoor A 

NarratJve of Adventures in the South Seas followed in 1847. 

Both n>vels were based on his experiences in the Pacific 

13Excellent anthologies of Pacific literature have been 
edited by Arthur Grove Day and Carl Stroven, both of the 
University of Hawaii. Significant titles are: The Spell of 
the Pacific (New York: MacMillan, 1949), Best South Sea 
Stories (New York: Appleton-Century, 1964), True Tales of 
the South Seas (New York: Appleton-Century, 1966), and The 
Spell of Hawaii (New York: Meredith Press, 1968). An antho­
logical bibliography of important works of Pacific litera­
ture has also been edited by Arthur G. Day under the title 
Pacific Islands Literature {Honolulu: University Press of 
Hawaii, 1971). 

14stone, Geoffrey, Melvi lle (New Yorks Sheed & Ward, 
1949), p. 5. 
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(1841-1844) and thus have a strong autobiographical flavour. 

Typee deals with Melville's stay on the island of Nuku-Hiva, 

in the Marquesas, where he was befriended by a local tribe 

for a period of four weeks, although in the book this stay 

is purposely extended to four months, Omoo is practically 

a sequel to the adventures of Typee and relates the events 

which surrounded Melville's stay in Tahiti after the mutiny 

of the 'Lucy Ann.' These two novels elevated their author 

to a privileged position in the American literary world of 

the mid-nineteenth century. Published almost simultaneously 

in the United States and England, they brought to Melville a 

sudden fame that he did not altogether expect. This fame 

would be short-lived, however, because Melville as a writer 

Wca.b .l.Jh,,um1-1a.c&.Lly e1.i11::au v.r lti tj ll..Llllt:. H.1 s HE:X t WO:CJU:,' although 

superior in literary quality to the first, did not obtain the 

same popular acclaim enJoyed by Typee and Omoo. They were 

more ambitious, more carefully v ~1tten and researched, and 

possessed greater refinement of style, but they failed to 

satisfy the taste of the general public. This was particu­

larly the case of Mardi: and a Voyage Thither (1849), an al­

legorical novel set in fictitious Pacific islands. Choosing 

not to compromise his artistic goals and philosophical be­

liefs, Welville was little by little relegated to an obscu­

rity not at all compatible with his literary genius~ The 

process of his recognition as a significant writer started 

after 1920, through the efforts of other writers, intellec-

tuals and r.rit1cs, both 1n the United States and Europe, 
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The importance of Melville's South Sea novels resides 

not only in their ~ntrinsic literary qualities but also in 

the influence that they eventually exerted on the minds of 

artists, including Stevenson. Arthur G. Day mentions that 

Omoo eventually became a quasi tourist guide to the Society 

Islands and was read by Henry Adams, Charles Warren Stoddard, 

Robert Louis Stevenson and Jack London as background informa­

tion for their respective voyages to the Pacific. 15 

The secret of the excellence of Melville's prose 

seems to lie in his own personal ability to blend fact and 

fiction and to support his actual experiences of the Pacific 

with information drawn from accounts of other writers. For 

the making of Typee, which some authors consider the first 

sources concerning the area, from Cook's Voyages to mission-

ary reports and traveller's accounts. One of his great 

sources of inspiration was William Ellis, whose Polynesi, 1 

Researches account for much of the background of Typee and 

Omoo. This concern for the creation of an accurate setting 

for his novels, obeying the geographical and anthropological 

realities of the places described, gives a quality of faith­

fulness to Melville's prose that few other authors have been 

able to equal. Melville's landscapes and seascapes are re­

alistic depictions of the South Pacific environment in all 

15nay, Arthur G., Melvi lle's South Seas (New Yorks 
Hawthorn Books, 1970), P• 87. 



its detail, Indeed, some critics have called attention to 

Melville's respect for geographical detail and defined his 

landscapes and seascapes as characteristically baroque, as 

if they had been inspired from paintings of Claude Lorrain 

and Salvator Rosa. 16 

JS 

Herman Melville elevated South Seas literature to 

heights seldom attained before or after his visit to the 

Pacific. His literary subscription to the belief in an 

Arcadian reality in the South Pacific and his opposition to 

the excesses of missionization and colonialism in the area 

place his works within the molds of the pre-existing South 

Seas literary myth. The value of Melville's contribution to 

the continuation and reassertion of the myth is to be felt 

nowadayq, when a historical pPrspect1vP 1nvolvpq rompar1qon 

16Arv1n, Newton, Herman Melville (New Yorks Sloane, 
1950), pp. 82-83. Arvin describes the pictorial qualities 
of Mel,1lle's prose in the following terms: 

His first two books abound in pictorial effects that 
can only be described as in some sense romantic; 
wild and fearful like the gorges, ravines, and 
chasms of Nuku-Hiva through which he and Toby make 
their painful way in Typee ; solemn, deeply shaded, 
and awe-inspiring, like the tabu groves in Taipi­
Va1; uncannily beautiful like another fishing party 
by torchlight, in Omoo, in the sullen surf off 
Moorea; or 1n a wholly different ve1n--the vein of 
Claude rather than of Salvator--pastoral, Arcadian, 
richly reposeful, like the first breathless glimpse 
of the Paradisal valley of Taip1. Already in these 
early, experimental books , with varying degree of 
success, Melville knows how to cover a gamut of 
painterly and emotional effects that ranges all the 
way from the broad and serene to the wild, the grim, 
and even the grotesque. 
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of his works with the literary output of other authors. 

2.2 Charles Warren Stoddard 

In the history of South Seas literature, Charles 

Warren Stoddard (1843-1909) represents a natural link bet­

ween Herman Melville and Robert Louis Stevenson. Indeed, it 

was through Stoddard that Stevenson was brought to read 

Typee and Omoo, well before his departure for the Pacific in 

1888. 

Born in Rochester, New York, Stoddard started his 

literary career in San Francisco, California, where he esta­

blished his permanent home in the 1860's. Poetry was at 

first his exclusive interest and his associations in the in­

tellectual circles of San Francisco included Bret Harte, 

Mark Twain and Ambrose Bierce. Later, as a result of exten­

sive travels in the Pacific, especially in the Hawaiian 

Islands, Stoddard decided to experiment with travel 

sketches. The first attempts p, oved encouraging and he 

started contributing sketches of his voyages to popular 

periodicals of the times 'Atlantic Monthly,' 'The Overland 

Monthly,• and 'Lippincott's Magazine.' The best of these 

short travel accounts were eventually published in book 

form under the title South Sea Idylls (1873). Favourably 

received by the public and critics, the book opened the way 

for Stoddard's successful career as a romantic recorder of 

Polynesian life. His impressions of the islands were re­

affirmed in The Lepers of Mol okai (1885), Hawaiian Life 
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(1894), and The Island of Tranquil Delights (1904). 

Literar1ly~ Stoddard continued the tradition of 

South Sea island writing which had attained its maximum de­

velopment under Melville and which would have a new peak 

with the work of Stevenson years later. His prose is geo­

graphically meaningful, containing perceptive and well­

composed descriptions of landscapes and scenes of everyday 

life on the islands. Although markedly romantic, his views 

contain a feeling of realism and local colour that few other 

writers have been able to imitate. As with Melville, and 

later Stevenson, Stoddard was opposed to the domination of 

the Pacific by the Western powers and dedicated many of his 

pages to the consideration of the adverse effects of civili-

towards the native element and painted it in sentimental, 

poetic terms. His sense of humour, which some consider un­

surpassed even by Melville, permitted him to treat exot1, 

human subJects with great ease and thoughtful understanding. 

Stevenson's adm1rat1on for Stoddard's work led him 

to declare once that, in his opinion, Stoddard and Melville 

were the writers who had touched the Pacific with greatest 
17 genius. The present century acknowledged the genius of 

Melville but relegated Stoddard's work to an oblivion that 

1s not entirely deserved. 

17nay, Arthur G., and Stroven, Jarl, The Spell of the 
Pacific (New York: MacMillan, 1949), p. 187, 
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2. 3 Pierre Loti 

Louis Marie Julien Viaud (1850-1923), literarily 

known as Pierre Loti, was responsible for the reassertion of 

the Tahitian myth in contemporary European popular thought. 

Entering the French Navy at the age of twenty, he was able 

to travel extensively and visit numerous parts of the world. 

This personal experience of exotic places found in litera­

ture an outlet for a very perceptive mind and Loti became 

w1.dely known as a wr1.ter of exotic novelsi. Aziyade (1879), 

Le Mariage de Loti (1880), P~cheur d'Islande (1886), Madame 

Chrvsantheme (1887), Au ~aroc (1890), and Un Pelerin d'Ankor 

( 1912) • 

Although preceded by Bernard1.n de Saint-Pierre and 

Cha. t ea.u'ui~ia.ncl, r 1 E:i. l' t:: L0t1 .L S ~0 0.ay right l'ully t.,CJ11 s .t<lered 

the great master of 'exoticism' 1n French literature. 18 With 

Le Mariage de Loti he elevated the exotic novel to a level 

of excellence never before attai1 ed in France. Even consi­

dering that he later publ i shed works of better quality 

(P~cheur d'Islande, Mon Fr~re Yves), the popularity of his 

Tahitian novel remained essentially unchanged over the years. 

The genesis of Le Mariage de Loti took place years 

after the short stay (73 days ) of the author in Tahiti 

(1872). One of the essential characteristics of the book, 

18Jourda, Pierre, L'exot 1sme dans la 11.tterature 
Fran9aise depui s Chateaubriand (Paris: P.U.F,, 1956 ), pp. 125-
157. 
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as indeed of all Loti's works, is the extremely personal na­

ture of its content. Concerned with essential aspects of 

the human condition, searching for the absolute and for the 

meaning of life, Loti presents in his novels the same meta­

physical questions that also pervade Melville's later works. 

Simplicity, directness of address, sensuality and truth, 

these are the important qualities of his art. Le ~ariage 

de Loti depicts Tahitian life in highly romanticized images 

but it does not hide the changes which had been introduced 

in the island by a century of Western contact. Without re­

sorting to technical terffis, Loti catches the essences of the 

geographical and ethnological nature of the Tahitian environ­

ment, and gives to his statements an overwhelming quality 

t.i1a~ e,c:1.1i only be Lc:1.lleu. 'ciei .1. ni1, i ve.' 

Concerning the popular impact of 1 e I\li ariage de Loti, 

Day and Stroven observed that "no book published since has 

had more influence in determinin the tone and viewpoint of 

South Seas fict i on and travel literature. 1118 

Le Mar1age de Loti acquires special importance in 

the context of the present s tudy because this was the only 

fictional account on the South Seas read by Gauguin prior 

to his trip to Tahiti. 

18nay, Arthur G, and Stroven , Carl, op. cit., p. 205. 



CHAPTER III 

ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON 

Biographical data and literary career prior to 1888 

Robert Louis Stevenson was born on the 13th of 

November, 1850, in Edinburgh, Scotland. His father, Thomas 

Stevenson, was a civil engineer and lighthouse builder. His 

mother, Margaret Isabella Balfour Stevenson, came from a 

family of ministers and doctors. Strongly religious, 

conservative-minded, and enjoying all the austerity of a 

typical nineteenth century Scot tish middle-class background, 

l,ite S l,E:wensurn:, provided 1,ne1r only son wi -en a severely con­

trolled, restrained childhood. In their endeavours, they 

had the collaboration of Alison Cunningham, intimately known 

as 'Cur ny, ' who was to nurse the young Stevenson in his 

early years. 

Delicate, with poor health and a nervous temperament, 

lonely, attending school intermittently and educated at home 

by a succession of tutors, St evenson developed into a "pre­

cocious, interesting, affected, egregiously egotistic" 
1 child. His politeness and good-manners in social events 

led the adults of his family circle to call him 'the little 

Frenchman. ' 

1 Allen, Walter, Six Great Novelists (London: Hamilton, 
1955), P• lJO. 
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Forced to leave the harsh Scottish climate for a 

time, he made his ~irst trip to the Continent at the age of 

twelve. This was to be the first of a series of trips 

southward-bound, in search of warmer and sunnier places, 

where his health could be temporarily restored. Cultivating 

a taste for travel and a 'love for foreign parts,' Stevenson 

became particularly familiar with parts of Southern France 

where he enJoyed long rest periods and interesting social 

experiences, which reinforced his already well-developed 

liking for things French. 

Entering Edinburgh University at the age of seven­

teen, Stevenson was initially pressured by his father to 

study engineering. Feeling, however, that the paternal pro-

prospects, he gave up engineering for law in April, 1871. 

At the end of an irregular university life he was admitted 

to the Scottish Bar in July, 1875. Stevenson never used his 

degree in law for professional purposes. Literature was al­

ready, by then, his main professional and deeply personal 

concern. 

Stevenson showed strong literary tendencies very 

early in life. At the age of three he dictated his first 

story to Gummy. When he was six his mother wrote down an es­

say of his which centered on the character of Moses. Along 

with his cousin Bob, whom he sometimes met for games and 

pastimes, the young Stevenson lived in an imaginary world, 



peopled with soldiers and pirates, kings and knights. In 

1863, when he was ~hirteen, he organized and printed his own 

magazine, called 'The Schoolboy's Magazine,' containing four 

short stories of his authorship: Jan van Steen's Adventures; 

A Ghost Story; The Shipwreckers; and Creek Island, or Adven­

tures in the South Seas. The subject matter of the stories 

was already characteristically Stevensonian, basic themes 

that he would develop to perfection in his mature years as a 

writer. In 1864, Louis met Robert Michael Ballantyne, the 

popular author of The Coral Island and The Dog Crusoe, who was 

at the time looking for authentic background information on 

lighthouse-keeping for his novel The Lighthouse (1865), then 

in preparation. This acquaintanceship had positive results. 

B?l lantyne' s E"nc-ourae;el"f}ent led the ym.1 ng 2.t1 tho!' to p' . .:!'su~ 

his literary endeavours with increasing expectations of fu­

ture success. 

An insatiable reader, Stevenson was inclined at first 

towards the novelists and poets of his native Scotland. Sir 

Walter Scott and Robert Ferguson were his literary heroes 

in the early stages of his development as a writer. Along 

with them, and accompanying his interest in French litera­

ture, he became acquainted with the historical romances of 

Alexandre Dumas. This was the beginning of a long process 

of intellectual involvement with the works of the French 

masters. Stevenson studied them carefully and thoroughly. 

Charles d'Orleans, Villon, Maret, Montaigne, Rabelais, 

Moliere, Victor Hugo, Balzac, Taine, Renan, Michelet, SaintP 



46 

Beuve, Flaubert and Baudelaire, among others, were read by 

him with greater or lesser enthusiasm and left permanent im­

prints on Stevenson's fictional art. 

Outside the overwhelming French influence, he read 

Horace, Burns, Sterne, Keats and Fielding with great gusto. 

Observing the characteristics of the art of his intellectual 

mentors and trying to imitate their literary styles to per­

fection, Stevenson later confessed that he ~played the 

sedulous ape to Hazlitt, to Lamb, to Wordsworth, to Sir 

'l'homas Brown, to Defoe, to Hawthorne, to Montaigne, to 
2 Baudelaire, and to Obermann." By teaching himself how to 

write, Stevenson little by little evolved his own literary 

techniques, which were personal and unique, and reached a 

degree of excellence in the mastery of the English language 

seldom matched. Henry James, himself a stylist and perfec­

tionist, admired the quality of Stevenson's prose and made 

public his admiration more than unce, in contributions to 

literary Journals. 3 

The years between 1870 and 1875 were decisive in 

Stevenson's personal and literary existence. Revolting 

against his parents' Calvinistic principles and strict out­

look on life, reading Spencer and Darwin, Huxley, Montaigne 

and Heine, he became increasingly skeptical of the reli gious 

2Butts, Dennis, Robert Louis Stevenson (New York: H. z. 
Walck, 196(), p. 14, 

3cooper, Lett1ce, Rob er t Louis Stevenson (London: Arthur 

Barker Ltd,, 1967 [1947]), p. 62 , 
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order which his parents had sought to instill in him. Becom­

ing first an agnos~ic, he eventually evolved a personal form 

of atheis~ that was to last until the end of his life. The 

freedom and all the excitements of a bohemian student life 

while attending Edinburgh University offered him a new range 

of yet untried experiences, His perspectives on life widened, 

with inevitable effects upon his future prose. 

At the age of twenty, still strongly influenced by 

his father, he wrote a paper entitled On a New Form of Inter­

mittent Light for Lighthouses, which was read before the 

Royal Scottish Society of Arts. The work won him the 

Society's silver medal. Encouraged by this initial success, 

he went on to new attempts at literature, now seeking more 

personal ways of expression ana subJect-matters more closeiy 

identified with his own self. 

In 1873, while travelling in the South of England, 

he met two people that would become his closest literary 

friends for the rest of his life: Sidney Colvin and Mrs. 

Frances S1twell. Impressed by Stevenson's talent and influ­

ential in the London literary milieu, they helped Stevenson 

to publish his first essay, Roads, which was accepted by 

'Portfolio' for publication in the same year. This essay, 

an account of his impressions of the British countryside 

while walking along the roads of Suffolk, already displays 

the distinctive topographical quality that would become one 

of the characteristic traits of Stevenson's future prose. 

His second essay, Ordered South, dealing with impressions 
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gained during his recent stay on the French Riviera, was pub­

lished in ' Macmillan's Magazine' in the following year. Also 

in 1874, besides an article on the romances of Victor Hugo, 

he obtained publication for another topographical essay, On 

the EnJoyment of Unnleasant Places. Other essays of the same 

gender would follow in the years to come, portraying 

Stevenson's perceptions of, and reactions to, the landscape 

of England, Scotland and France. An Autumn Effect (1875); 

A winter's walk in Carrick and Galloway (written in 1876 but 

not published until 1896); Forest Notes (18 7~ ); Walking Tours 

(1876); Fontainebleau (1884); and Memoirs of an Islet (1887) 

all possess the same geographical awareness, the same 'feel­

ing of place' as distilled t hrough the sensitive receptacle 

cf their a~thcr. 

Irving s. Saposnik expl ains Stevenson's attitude to 

new environments, with its eventual translation in literary 

terms, in this manner: 

Forced to travel in his youth because of health (his 
own and his parents'), and f ond of traveling because 
of its modishness, Stevenson attempts to make his 
adult travel s a philosophi cal experience in which he 
appears as both subJect and ob Ject. His plan is to 
deal with each of the topogr aphi cal essays within 
the broader context of a sentimental Journ ey (some­
what in the manner of Lawrence Sterne) in which the 
power of his personality will both lend and receive 
impressions necessary to a ful l and meaningful ap­
preciation and exposi tion . I n the short essays, the 
self is prominent, the directi on centripetal. Wish­
ing to escape, or at least lay down , the burden of 
existence, Stevenson attempts to withdraw into an 
arcad1a, a forest of Arden straight out of his 
favor i te Shakespearian play , where he may free 



himself from the call of history. 4 

This empathic and escapist appreciation of environ­

mental elements was again vividly portrayed in works of a 

broader scope. An Inland Voya~e (1878), his first book, 

dealt with the canoe trip which he undertook with Sir Walter 

Simpson in the summer of 1876, from Antwerp up the Scheldt 

and the Belgian canals all the way down the Oise as far as 

the environs of Paris. The physical and human geography of 

the places visited was subJectively described by Stevenson 

in comments on aspects of the riverside country in all its 

physiographic complexity. Also published in 1878, his 

Picturesque Notes on Edinburgh contained much topographical 

information about the city he loved, which was depicted 

~nrough angles personal ana ye~ universally valia. ln June 

of the following year, he saw the publicati~n of another 

book of travel, Travels with a Donkey in the Cevennes, an 

accoun . of his walking tour of the Cevennes, with a donkey, 

in September-October, 1878, These three works were well 

received by the critics but obtained little commercial sue-

cess. 

In August, 1879, Stevenson sailed for America for the 

first time, In San Francisco, he was to see Fanny Van de 

Grift Osbourne, the woman he had loved since the summer of 

1875, when they met casually in an art colony in the forest 

4 
Saposnik, Irving S,, Robert Louis Stevenson (New York: 

Twayne, 1974), p. 29, 
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of Fontainebleau. Fanny was already separated from her first 

husband and awaited the granting of her divorce in order to 

marry Stevenson. The wedding finally took place in ~ay, 

1880. In August, Stevenson and his wife returned to Europe, 

where they would remain for the next seven years. 

The period between 1881 and 1886 found Stevenson 1n 

feverish literary activity. Settled at Braemar in the early 

fall of 1881, he started writing Treasure Island (initially 

called The Sea-Cook) almost by accident. As he himself ex­

plained, the novel originated from the drawing of a map which 

he made in collaboration with his stepson, Lloyd Osbourne, 

in a moment of idle relaxation. In his own words: 

There was a schoolboy home for the holidays, and 
much in want of 'something craggy to break his mind 
1_1po!1. ' :!-l' e h2.cl no t~ 01..1 gtt of 11 t c!"2. tt~!"~; J..-: ,.,::..~ t~c 
art of Raphael that received his fleeting suffrages; 
and with the aid of pen and ink and a shilling box 
of water colors, he had soon turned one of the rooms 
into a picture gallery. My more immediate duty to­
wards the gallery was to be showman; but I would 
son~times unbend a little, Join the artist (so to 
sp·,dk) at the easel, and pass the afternoon with 
him in a generous emulation, making coloured draw­
ings. On one of these occasions, I made the map of 
an island; it was elaborately and (I thought) beau­
tifully coloured; and the shape of it took my fancy 
beyond expression; it contained harbours that 
pleased me like sonnets; and with the unconscious­
ness of the predestined, I ticketed my performance 
'Treasure Island' ••• As I paused upon my map of 
'Treasure Island,' the f uture character of the 
book began to appear there visibly among imaginary 
woods; and their brown faces and bright weapons 
peeped out upon me from unexpected quarters, as they 
passed to and fro, fighting and hunting treasure, 
on these few square inches of flat proJection ••• 

On a chill September morning, by the cheek of a 
brisk fire, and the rain drumming on the vnndow, I 
began "The Sea-Coo~• for that was the original 
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title ••• I had counted on one boy. I found I 
had two in my audience. My father caught fire at 
once with all the romance and childishness of his 
original nature. His own stories. that every 
night of his life he put himself to sleep with, 
dealt perpetually with ships, roadside inns, 
robbers, old sailors, and commercial travellers 
before the era of steam. He never finished one 
of these romances; the lucky man did not require 
to ••• But in 'Treasure Island' he recognized 
something kindred to his own imagination; it was 
his kind of picturesque; and he not only heard 
with deli ght the daily chapter, but set himself 
acting to collaborate. When the time came for 
Billy Bone's chest to be ransacked, he must 
have passed the better part of a day preparing, 
on the back of a legal envelope, an inventory of 
its contents, which I exactly followed; and the 
name of 'Flint's old ship'--the 

5
•walrus'--was 

given at his particular request. 

Keeping in mind the readings of his youth, which in­

cluded Daniel Defoe, James Fenimore Cooper, Robert Michael 

Ballantyne, William H. G. Kingston and Captain Frederick 

Marryat, and based on his and his father's experience of 

lighthouses, Stevenson found himself on familiar ground dur­

ing the writing of Treasure I sland. The imagery that he 

used to portray the physical environment of the island w~s 

based on his impressions of the California coast, whose land­

scape he had intimately observed during his stay in Monterey 

and San Francisco. The island milieu which he described 1s 

not tropical and does not pos sess any of the stereotyped 

characteristics of a South Sea island. Stevenson was not 

yet acquainted with the South Pacific and his g eographical 

awareness of the area was s till superficial. 

5Allen, op. cit., pp. 135-136 . 



Published in serialized form by 'Young Folks,' 

Treasure Island finally became a book in December, 1883. 
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Its reception by the reading public, small at first, rose in 

a surprising crescendo shortly after the book was made avail­

able. Critics unanimously praised Stevenson for the many 

qualities of his work, which was compared to Robinson Crusoe 

and is still considered by many scholars as the finest ex-
6 

pression of the 'desert island romance' in world literature. 

Stevenson's popularity, restricted to small intellectual 

circles in the years prior to 1883, reached its apex in the 

period 1883-1886, with the publication of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. 

Hyde (March, 1886) and Kidnapped (July, 1886). The latter, 

a novel of adventure set in eighteenth century Scotland, is 

rich in lu::.Lo1·.1.l.,a.l a.nd ge051aphical a.&SvCla.t1c,-.s. Co.r.iucr.t-

ing upon Stevenson's topographical sense in his excellent 

biography of the author, David Daiches defines it as a "deep 

sense if human landscape against which human dramas are 

acted out." 7 

From then on he was secure among the most popular 

authors of the English-speaking world. In August, 1887, 

Stevenson and his family left Europe for good. After a 

brief stay in New York City, where he was received with all 

6 
Watson, Harold F., Coasts of Treasure Island (San 

Antonio: Naylor, 1969), p. 5. 
7 Daiches, David, Robert Louis Stevenson and his world 

(London1 Thames and Hudson, 1973), p. 16. 
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the honors due to great celebrities, he settled on an iso­

lated farm at Saranac Lake, in the Adirondack Mountains of 

Upper New York State, There he spent the winter and the 

following spring, working on The Master of Ballantrae, a 

novel with Scottish backgrounds, and making plans for a long 

cruise in tropical seas. s. S, McClure, representative of a 

syndicate of newspapers, immediately offered a large sum in 

exchange for Stevenson's periodic contribution of travel 

sketches describing the places visited during the cruise. 

This offer gave definite substance to Stevenson's plans, 

With the aid of maps and Findlay's Directories of the World, 

Stevenson and his family started tracing the route to be 

followed 1n their proposed voyage to the tropics. The 

A~iantic was considerea, w1~n pos sible visits ~o Bermutld, 

the Azores, and the Mediterranean islands off the coasts of 

Italy and Greece. It was t he Pacific, however, that centered 

most oi the group's attention and interest. ' Marquesas,' 

'Galapagos,' 'Guayaquil,' t hese were the names that most 

stirred their imagination. As Lloyd Osbourne recalled years 

later, remembering the days of reading and cartographic re­

search spent at Saranac: 

Such was our reading , such t he stuff our dreams were 
made of as t he snow drove aga inst our frozen windows; 
as the Arctic days closed in , gloomy and wild, and 
snowshoes and buffalo coa ts were put by to steam in 
corners while we gathered round the lamp. Visions of 
palms whil e our ears wer e yet tingling from the snow 
we had rubb ed on to save them from frost-bite; cas­
cading streams in tropi c Arcadies, with water as 
clear as crystal, while our own bedroom Jugs up­
stairs were as solid as so much rock; undraped 



womanhood, bedecked with flowers, frisking in 
vales of Eden, while we were wooled to the neck 
like polar exp_lorers, and dared not

8
even thaw 

too quickly for fear of chilblains. 

The search for a boat adequate for the cruise took 

Fanny to California. From San Francisco, she sent a tele­

gram communicating the availability of the yacht 'Casco' 
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for a six-month cruise to the South Pacific. The good news 

immediately brought Stevenson with the rest of the family to 

the West Coast. On June 28, 1888, they finally left the 

continent. Stevenson was to spend six years in the Pacific 

and from his experiences in the area stemmed some of his im­

portant works. 

Stevenson in the Pacific 

ous island groups. In the span of six years, he visited parts 

of Polynesia, Nicronesia and Melanesia. Three long cruises 

kept him approximately sixteen r~nths at sea, not including 

his stays in Hawa11 and Samoa, which totalled several months. 

Not a single writer, before or after his time, had the 

chance of knowing the Pacific with such depth. 

The cruise of the yacht 'Casco' lasted seven months. 

Leaving San Francisco on June 28, 1888, it arrived at its 

final destJnation, Honolulu, on January 24, 1889. During 

the seven-month period four island groups were visited, all 

8osbou~ne, Lloyd, An Intimate Portrait of Robert Louis 
Stevenson (New York: Scribner's, 1924), pp. SJ-84. 



55 

of them within Polynesia, the Marquesas, the Tuamotus, the 

Society Islands, and the Hawaiian Islands. The initial 

plans, which included visits to the Galapagos Islands and to 

Guayaquil, off the coast of Ecuador, were altered due to 

their peripheral geographic location in relation to the 

other archipelagos. 

The Marquesas were reached on July 28, 1888. Six 

weeks were spent cruising the islands, with protracted 

stays in Nuku-H1va and Hiva-Oa, where Stevenson and his party 

interacted with the natives and representatives of the colo­

nial power. On September 4, the yacht left the Marquesas 

bound for the Tuamotus. Fakarava, the administrative center 

of the archipelago, was reachPd on September 9. Seventeen 

do.ys wa& Lht:: lt::ilg t ii 0.1 tw:::!l.I s1.ay on ,:;he a"toll. 'l'here, 

Stevenson resumed the collection of material about local 

cultures, as he had previously done in the Marquesas. 

Tahiti, the principal of the Society Islands, came under 

their eyes on September 27. Aft er a brief stay in Papeete, 

where Stevenson received medi cal care, the group moved to 

Taravao and then, again, to Tautira. In that village, situ­

ated on the East and 'wild' side of Tahiti, Stevenson was 

able to establish very close and friendly contact with the 

local native population. His l ong stay, prolonged b~r tech­

nical difficulties requiring r epair of the yacht, made possi­

ble the collection of voluminous material concerning 

Tahitian customs and legends. On Dfcember 25, the 'Casco' 

was finally made ready and departed towards Hawa11, arr1v1ng 
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in Honolulu on January 24, 1889. 

Stevenson'~ stay in the Hawaiian Islands lasted ex­

actly six months. During this time he met the Hawaiian King 

and nobility and was entertained by the local white popula­

tion. Working steadily on new proJects, he also found time 

to visit some places outside Oahu. When at Molokai, he went 

ashore to visit the leper station made famous by the work of 

Father Damien, a Catholic Belgian missionary. Stevenson 

would eventually defend the memory of Father Damien in his 

violent letter to Rev. Hyde of Honolulu. 9 

W1sh1ng to get away from the 'civilized' milieu of 

Honolulu and to leave in search of wilder islands, Stevenson 

chartered the trading schooner 'Equator' for another cruise, 

tive. Among the islands he counted on visiting were some 

of the Marshalls, Gilberts, Carolines and Marianas. In the 

event, 1owever, he was forced to content himself with the 

Gilberts only. Honolulu was left on June 24, 1889. On 

July 12, they arrived in Butaritari, on the island of Great 

Makin, one of the Gilberts. The soJourn on the island lasted 

a month, with Stevenson actively engaged in recording infor­

mation for his future literary works. From Butaritari the 

party went to the atoll of Apemana, famous in the Gilberts 

for the belligerent and eccentric behaviour of its ruler, 

9stevenson, Robert Louis, Father Damien: An Open Letter 
to the Reverend Dr. Hyde of Honolulu (Sydney: privately 
printed, 1890), 



King Temb1noka. Stevenson was profoundly interested in 

studying the character of the monarch, and managed to secure 

his permission to stay on the island for an indefinite period 

of time. The relationship between Stevenson, his group, and 

Tembinoka became eventually quite friendly and yielded valu­

able data concerning the ways of life prevalent within his 

kingdom. 

Leaving Apemana, the 'Equator' finally headed for 

Samoa, where Stevenson intended to do a study of the complex 

political situation which permanently convulsed that island 

group. Apia was reached on December 7, thus concluding the 

trip. The cruise of the 'Equator' had lasted for a period 

of slightly more than five months. 

Tne length of S tev eusor1' s res1denc,e in Sc:1.ruoc:1. wc:1.s 

calculated in order to give him enough time to conduct all 

the interviews necessary to assure a comprehensive coverage 

of the events that kept the isl< 1ds in chronic political 

turmoil. Besides this more immediate task, he also toured 

Upolu and became superficially acquainted with some of the 

Westerners settled on the island. One of them, an American 

trader called Harry J. Moors, was directly responsible for 

the future establishment of Stevenson in Samoa. By this 

time, Stevenson was already convinced that he could not live 

outside the tropics anymore. His health was too delicate to 

endure the harsh climates of hi gher latitudes. Within the 

Pacific, relatively few places could offer him satisfactory 

conditions for permanent settlement, He disliked Hawa11 for 
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being too Westernized. He loved Tahiti but this island was 

a French colony an_d presented all the problems inherent in 

this fact. Besides, it was poorly connected with the rest of 

the world. Sydney and Auckland were too big and too cold. 

After pondering carefully the 'pros' and 'cons' involved in 

the question, Stevenson's choice finally fell upon Samoa, in 

spite of the negative political situation. With the help of 

Moors, Stevenson bought an extensive patch of land in the 

hill-country overlooking Apia. When he left Samoa for 

Sydney in February, 1890, orders were given to clear part of 

the Jungle covering the property and to erect a temporary 

dwelling for the use of his family upon their return from 

Australia, This was the birth of 'Vailima,' where he would 

lJve thP la~t yPRrs of hi8 life. 

The stay in Sydney resulted in health problems. Once 

more, the doctors recommended a voyage to warmer places, Ob­

taining acommodations in the 'Janet Nicoll,' a small trad ng 

steamer bound for Micronesia, Stevenson, Fanny and Lloyd em­

barked on their last Pacific cruise on April 11, 1890, After 

an initial stop in Auckland, the ship headed northwards, to 

Nuieue, Samoa, and parts of the ~anihiki, Tokelau, Ellice, 

Gilbert, and Marshall groups. In the Gilberts, Apemana was 

revisited and Tembinoka met once again. On the way back to 

Australia, a last stop was made in New Caledonia, where 

Stevenson soJourned for a short period. On July 25 he was 

again in Sydney, The cruise of the 'Janet Nicholl' had 

lasted almost four months and offered Stevenson the 
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opportunity of visiting approximately thirty-five islands, 

mostly Micronesian--. 

In September, 1890, Stevenson and his family settled 

in Samoa on a perrnanen\ basis. 'Vail1ma' was built and 

prospered. Apart from two visits to Australia (January, 

1891; February, 1893) and a second visit to Hawaii (October, 

1893), Stevenson remained 1n Samoa until the end of his life. 

He died in 'Vailima' on December 3, 1894. His body, accord­

ing to his own will, was buried on the summit of Mount Vaea, 

overlooking 'Vailima' and Apia. 

Stevenson's Pacific literary output 

The literary output of Stevenson's Pacific experiences 

can be classified in three different categories. The first 

of these comprises his fict i onal works, in the form of no­

vels, short stories, ballads and poems. Another category 

embracrs his work of a 'Journalistic' nature, mostly in the 

form o~ letters that were contributed to the New York Sun, 

according to his contract wi ths. s. McClure. The third 

category refers to his political writing, which was not ex­

tensive but which did produce a single work of great impor­

tance. 

1. Stevensonian 'South Seas' fiction 

Stevenson's fictional works with Pacific backgrounds 

consist of three short stori es (T he Beach of Falesa, The 

Bottle Imp, and The Isle of Voi ces), published in a Joint 

volume under the title of Island Nights' Entertainments 
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(1893); two South Sea ballads (The Song of Rahero and The 

Feast of Famine), written during his stay in Tahiti and 

based on Tahitian and Marquesan legends; and a novel (The 

Ebb Tide, 1894), written in collaboration with Lloyd 

Osbourne during the cruise of the 'Equator,' Stevenson also 

wrote a few poems inspired by his Tahitian and Hawaiian ex­

periences, but most of them were experimental works left 

unpublished. A novel written in collaboration with Lloyd 

Osbourne (The Wrecker, 1892), was partially set in Europe 

although some of the first and final chapters were Pacific­

based. 

Several novels whose action was set in Europe also 

came to be written by Stevenson during his six-year stay in 

Saranac and finished in Hawaii, being published in September, 

1889, Also in 1889 was published another work of collabora­

tion with Lloyd Osbourne, The Wr1ng Box. The Samoan period 

resulted in the production of three novels: Catriona, pub-

lished in 1893; Weir of Hermiston; and St. Ives, both left 

unfinished, being published posthumously, in 1896 and 1897, 

respectively. 

Stevenson's fictional art involving Pacific themes 

followed the same literary path previously opened by 

Herman Melville and Charles Warren Stoddard. It was through 

the works of these two authors that he first developed an 

interest in the South Seas. Hi s knowledge of Oceania had 

been practJcally nil prior to 1875. From June of that year 
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dates the first recorded reference that Stevenson made to 

the Pacific. In~ letter to Mrs. Frances Sitwell, he men­

tioned that his family had been visited by a former Secretary 

to the Customs and Marine Department of New Zealand, 

••• telling us all about the South Sea Islands 
till I was sick with desire to go there: beautiful 
places, green forever; perfect climate; perfect 
shapes of men and women, with red flowers ~n their 
hair; and nothing to do but to study oratory and 
etiquette, sit in the sun, and pick up the fruits 
as they fall. Navigator's Islfnd 1s the place; 
absolute balsam for the weary. O 

In the description that Stevenson was given of the 

South Pacific ffiilieu can be found all the elements composing 

the essence of the 'South Seas myth': attractive islands 

inhabited by natives of beautiful physique and carefree be­

haviour, erotic atmosphere coloured by tints of material 

abundance and relaxed living . It was this imagery of the 

Pacific that Stevenson retained 1n his mind. Years later, 

in 1880, during his first stay 1 n America, he had the op­

portunity of meeting Charles Wa~ren Stoddard. Already a 

famous, well-established author , contributor to important 

literary periodicals and correspondent of the 'San 

Francisco l\1 orning Chronicle,' Stoddard invited the then 

obscure Scottish writer to hi s home. Recalling their first 

encounter, he observed: 

••• the stranger came , on my invitation, into 
my studio. We were acquainted in a Jiffy and our 

10colv~n, Sidney (ed.), The Letters of Robert Louis 
Stevenson (New York: Scribner ' s , 1901), Volume I, pp. 108-
109, 



talk turned immediately on the South Seas, for his 
eye had fallen on my book, South Sea Idylls. You 
may know I had already loitered in Hawaii and 
Tahiti. Well, Stevenson's eyes blazed with inter­
est. I had two of Herman Melville's books, Tynee 
and Omoo. When he left I had loaned him both of 
theseand my own Idylls. He told me later that 
these books he thought £id centered his interest 
in the Pacific Islands. 

62 

It was through Melville and Stoddard's works that 

Stevenson gained his first insights into Polynesian life. 

From 1880 to 1888 he maintained his thoughts on things 

Pacific on a secondary plane, busy as he was with European­

centered proJects. It was with the cruise of the 'Casco' 

that his acquaintance with Polynesia became established in 

terms of a real, factual experience of places and peoples. 

Observing attentively and forever collecting abundant mater-

-- -- - _ _.. 
"-''-'~""' L,)\., '-'..L. 

his three Pacific cruises, Stevenson was soon in possession 

of a considerable understanding of Polynesian ways. This 

capacity to understand the complex array of elements com1 )S­

ing the Pacific world he reflected in his art. Stevenson's 

novels and short stories set in the islands contain a 

Pacific flavour. His 'topographical sense' was exerted not 

only to foster a better rendition of the island's physical 

environment but also found itself canalized into descriptions 

of the native and foreign elements of these places. 

11Issler, Anne R., Hanpier for his presence; San 
Francisco and Robert Louis Stevenson (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 1949), pp. 60- 61 . 
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Stevenson's environmental descriptions are a faithful por­

trayal of the Pacific Island landscape. Topographic details, 

climatic conditions, vegetation types, native dwellings, 

these and other data are conveyed directly, through brief 

allusions to the nature of the island environment, or indi­

rectly, through the expressed perceptions of the characters 

involved in the story, who occasionally reveal their own 

awareness of the physio-graphic characteristics of their 

milieu. Several human types are also presented in Stevenson's 

fiction, Among them can be found all the varieties of per­

sons prominent to the nineteenth-century Pacific scene: 

traders, planters, beachcombers, missionaries, colonial offi­

cials, travellers, and 'Kanakas.' Stevenson's residence in 

the islands gave him numerous chances to observe ~he aiversi­

fied human world of Tahiti, Hawaii and Samoa, In his novels, 

the characterization of fictional human beings was solidly 

based c, real people with whom fate had made him acquainted, 

From this personal contact with the physical and human dimen­

sions of the Pacific stem the 'realism' of his romantic art. 

The Ebb Tid§ based on a plot designed by Lloyd 

Osbourne, was rewritten by Stevenson and endowed with every 

realistic element he could find to give complete verisimili­

tude to the story. The South Sea environment was portrayed 

with maximum of physical exactitude, Moral issues, one of 

the recurring themes of Stevenson's art, played here a domi­

nant part and were closely connected with the adventurous 

plot, Apart from the eternal conflict between good and 
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evil which takes place throughout the narrative, one of the 

important things about the story remains the theme of nos­

talgia for civilization amidst the exuberance of a distant 

tropical paradise. Stevenson was personally identified with 

this feeling and expressed it through the words and actions 

of his characters. 

The Bottle Imp and The Isle of Voices, both dealing 

with Hawaiian motifs, contain vivid evocations of place and 

atmosphere. The Bottle Imn does not present numerous envi-

ronmental descriptions as such, but the Hawaiian colour is 

obtained through the constant use of native names, either 

referring to the story's characters (Keawa, Lopaka, Kokua, 

Kiano) or places (Hamakua, Honaunau, Kau, Motuiti, Kona, 

Molokai, etc.). The Isle of Voices is more fertile in ac­

tual environmental allusions. Expressions like 'shining 

sand,' 'a line of palms against the sky. • • tall and 

fresh and beautiful ••• hanging out withered fans like 

gold among the green,' 'brightness of the cloven sea,' 

'starry sea,' wide shallow water ••• bright with ten 

thousand stars,' reveal not only environmental apprecia­

tion but also confer an intangible and vanishing quality to 

concrete components of the island milieu. 

The Beach of Falesa has been considered by most 

critics and reviewers of Stevenson's works as his Pacific 

literary mcsterpiece. The author himself was pleased with 

the results he obtained, and expressed this feeling to 



Sidney Colvin, 

••• the first realistic South Sea story: I mean 
with real South Sea character and details of life. 
Everybody else who has tried, that I have seen, got 
carried away by the romance, and ended in a kind of 
sugar-candy sham epic, and the whole effect was 
lost--there was no etching, no human grin, conse­
quently no conviction. Now I have got the smell, 
and the look of the thing a great deal. You will 
know more about the South Seas after you have fzad 
my little tale than if you had read a library. 

The Beach of Falesa: Selections of Stevenson's South Seas 

Pros e 

Fur the purpose of illustrating the character of 

Stevensonian Pacific fiction, some parts of The Beach of 

Falesa will be here briefly focused upon, These excerpts 

were chosen on the basis of their representativeness in the 

context of the story and their inclusive descr1pt1ons of 

interest in place human subjects, and island life. 

I saw that island firs t when it was neither 
night nor morning . The moon was to the west, set­
ting, but sti ll broad and bright, To the east, and 
right amidships of the dawn , which was all pink, thr 
daystar sparkled like a diamond. The land breeze 
blew in our faces, and smel t strong of wild lime and 
vanilla: other things besides, but th ese were the 
most plain; and the chill of it set me sneezing . I 
should say I had been for years on a low island near 
the line, living for the most part solitary among 
the nat ives. Here was a f resh experience: even the 
tongue would be quite s t r ange to me; and the look of 
them, renewed my blood (pp . 11-12). 

I had a glass or two on board; I was Just off a 
long cruise, and the gr ound heaved under me like a 
ship' s deck, The world was like all new painted; my 
foot went along with t he mu sic; Falesa might have 
been Fiddler's Green, if th ere is such a place, and 

12Ellison, Joseph w., Tusitala of the South Seas (New 
York: Hastings House, 1953), p . 191. 
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more's the pity if there isn't! It was good to foot 
the grass, to look aloft at the green mountains, to 
see the men with their green wreaths and the women 
in their bri ght dresses, red and blue. On we went, 
in the strong sun and the cool shadow, liking both; 
and all the children in the town came trotting after 
with their shaven heads and their brown bodies, and 
raising a thin kind of a cheer in our wake, like 
crowing poultry (p. 18). 
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These two passages are mostly concerned with descrip­

tions of the island environment. They reflect with subtlety 
I the perceptions of Wiltshire regarding Falesa and the 

physical-human dimensions of the local milieu. It is worth 

noticing that Stevenson's prose is not crowded with descrip­

tive details; much to the contrary, it remains usually on a 

basic sensory level and deals with the environment in terms 

of perceptions and feelings. 

The nigl1t vvaS nearly c,u111e; 1,11e V.L.L J. a g e smel "t of "trees 
and flowers and the sea and bread-fruit-cooking; there 
came a fine roll of sea from the reef, and from a dis­
tance, among the woods and houses, many pretty sounds 
of men and children. It did me good to breathe free 
air; it did me good to be done with the captain and 
see instead, the creature at my side. I felt for all 
tht world as though she were some girl at home in the 
Old Country, and , forgetting myself for the minute, 
took her hand to walk with. Her fingers nestled into 
mine, I heard her breathe deep and quick, and all at 
once she caught my hand to her face and pressed it 
there. "You good!" she cried, and ran ahead of me, 
and stopped and looked back and smiled, and ran ahead 
of me again, thus guiding me through the edge of the 
bush, and by a quiet way to my own house (pp. 28-29). 

The important idea stressed here concerns the erotic 

relationship established between Wiltshire, a European trader, 

and Uma, a local native girl whom Wiltshire took as his wife. 

The sexual involvement of Westerners with Polynesian women 1s 

characteri stic of most South Sea stories and became basic to 



the concept of the 'myth.' 

However, ther~•s no use crying over spilt milk. It 
was done now, and couldn't be undone. All I could 
do was to get what was left of it, and my new stuff 
(my own choice) in order, to go round and get after 
the rats and cockroaches, and to fix up that store 
regular Sydeny style. A fine show I made of it; and 
the third morning when I had lit my pipe and stood in 
the doorway and looked in, and turned and looked far 
up the mountain and saw the cocoanuts waving and 
posted up the tons of copra, and over the village 
green and saw the island dandies and reckoned up the 
years of print they wanted for their kilts and 
dresses, I felt as if I was 1n the right place to 
make a fortune, and go home again and start a public­
house. There was I, sitting 1n that verandah, 1n as 
handsome a piece of scenery as you could find, a 
splendid sun, and a fine fresh healthy trade that 
stirred up a man's blood like sea-bathing; and the 
whole thing was clean gone from me, and I was dreaming 
England, which is, after all, a nasty, cold, muddy 
hole, with not enough light to see to read by; and 
dreaming the looks of my public, by a cant of a broad 
high-road like an avenue, and with the sign on a 
green tree (pp. 38-39). 

Here Stevenson introduces us to the psychological 

mechanism of Wiltshire's mind, to his concern for making a 

fortune out of his trading activities, and, finally, to the 

nostalgia which dominated his being when thoughts led hi1 to 

England and to prosperous future days 1n the 'Mother Country.' 

Worth noticing is the contrast which the main character esta-
I 

bl1shes between the pleasantness of Falesa, endowed with 

every element of environmental perfection, and the disagree­

able image which he attributes to England, his home country. 

The next day was a Sunday , when there was no business 
to be looked for. Uma asked me in the morning if I 
was going to "pray;" I to ld her she bet not, and she 
stopped herself with no more words. I thought this 
seemed unlike a native, and a native woman, and a wo­
man that had new clothes t o shol off; however, it 
suited me to the ground, and I made the less of it, 



The queer thing was that I came next door to going 
to church after all, a thing I'm little likely to 
forget. I had turned out for a stroll, and heard 
the hymn tune up. You know how it is. If you hear 
folks singing, it seems to draw you; and pretty 
soon I found myself alongside the church. It was 
a little long low place, coral built, rounded off 
at both ends like a whale-boat, a big native roof 
on the top of it, windows without sashes and door­
ways without doors. I stuck my head into one of 
the windows, and the sight was so new to me--for 
things went quite different in the islands I was 
acquainted with--that I stayed and looked on. The 
congregation sat on the floor on mats, the women 
on one side, the men on the other, all ri gged out 
to kill--the women with dresses and trade hats, the 
men in white Jackets and shirts. The hymn was over; 
the pastor, a big buck Kanaka, was in the pulpit, 
preaching for his life; and by the way he wagged 
his hand, and worked his voice, and made his points, 
and seemed to argue ¼1th the folk, I made out he 
was a gun at the business. Well, he looked up sud­
denly and caught my eye, and I give you my word he 
staggered in the pulpit; his eyes bulged out of his 
head, his hand rose and pointed at me like as if 
a gainst his will, and the sermon stopped right there 
( 4 1' l ~ \ pp. 0 -'+b/o 
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This passage is meaningful for its reference to a 

typical Christian religious service and its allusions to as­

pects of change in the spiritu~l and material culture of the 

island people. It was written in a comic-satirical mood 

which heightened the caricatural effect sought by Stevenson 

to give colour and ambience to the scene. 

As I came out on the verandah, the mission boat 
was shooting for the mouth of the river. She was a 
long whale-boat parnted white ; a bit of an awning 
astern; a native pastor crouched on the wedge of the 
poop, steering ; some fo ur-and-twenty paddles flash­
ing and dipping , true to the boat-song ; and the 
missionary under the awning , in his white clothes, 
reading a book , and set him up ! It was pretty to 
see and hear; there's no smarter sight in the is­
lands than a missionary boat with a good crew and 
a good pipe to them; and I considered it for half a 
minute, with a bit of envy perhaps , and then strolled 



down towards the river (p. 71. 

The boat was close in; I saw the missionary had 
laid his book to one side, and I smiled to myself. 
"He'll know I'm a man, anyway," thinks I. 

This was the first time, in all my years in the 
Pacific, I had ever exchanged two words with any 
missionary, let alone asked one for a favour. I 
didn't like the lot, no trader does; they look down 
upon us, and make no concealment; and besides, they're 
partly Kanakaised, and suck up with natives instead of 
other white men like themselves. I had on a rig of 
clean striped pyJamas--for, of course, I had dressed 
decent to go before the chiefs; but when I saw the 
missionary step out of this boat in the regular uni­
form, white duck clothes, pith helmet, white shirt 
and tie, and yellow boots to his fee4 I could have 
bunged stones at him. As he came nearer, queering me 
pretty curious ••• I saw he looked mortal sick, for 
the truth was he had a fever on, and had Just had a 
chill in the boat. 

"Mr. Tarleton, I believe?" says I, for I had got 
his name. 

"And you, 1 suppose, are the new traaer ?" says 
he. 

"And I want to tell you first that I don't hold 
with missions," I went on, "and that I think you and 
the likes of you do a sight of harm, filling up the 
natives with old wives' tales and bumptiousness." 

"You are perfectly entitled to your opinions," 
says he, looking a bit ugly, "but I have no call to 
hear them." 

"It so happens that you've got to hear them," I 
said. "I'm no missionary, nor russionary lover; I'm 
no Kanaka, nor favourer of Kanakas--I'm Just a 
trader; I'm Just a common, low-down, Goddamned white 
man and British subJect, the sort you would like to 
wipe your boots on. I hope that's plain!" 

"Yes, my man,'' said he. "It's more ulain than 
creditable. When you are sober, you'll be sorry for 
this." 

In this final quotation Stevenson confronts the 

trader and the missionary with regard to their respective 

69 
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roles on island life. Special attention was given to the ex-

position of Wiltshire's reaction to the figure of the white 

missionary, negative and hostile, which he characterized in 

general terms to encompass the whole missionary class work­

ing in the Pacific. 

Stevenson attained in The Beach of Falesa his primary 

obJectives of realistic treatment and capture of a true 

South Seas imagery of physical and human milieus. The text 

is rich in environmental descriptions. It also contains 

historical and sociological validity rarely equalled by other 

South Sea stories. No artificial local colour is added. The 

delineation of the main characters is vivid and convincing. 

In contrast to most of the other stories written by Stevenson, 

in WJ!.l(,!l t.e.X .lS bU.t.Jlllllci1,eu oy c:1.c.,L.i.on d.i'lci 1lt::.lV.l.Slll, e1.l1d WJ1e18 

the physical contact of man with brute nature usually means 

sexuality, 13 some parts of The Beach of Falesa possess a 

clear erotic appeal, especially in the expressions charac er­

izing the sensuality of Uma, the leading female character. 

The theme of nostalgia for civilization is also present 

throughout the story, expressed in the thoughts of its lead­

ing character, Wiltshire. 

2. Stevenson's Journalisti c literature 

The contract which Stevenson signed withs . S. 

Mc Clure left him obligated to contribute a series of articles 

13Kiely, Robert, Robert Loui s Stevenson and the F1ct1on 
of Adventure (Cambridge, Mass .: Harvard Un1vers1ty Press, 1964) 
p, 262 • 
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to the American press, narrating his experiences in the 

Pacific and his fi-rst-hand impressions of peoples and places. 

Written in the form of letters--a total of seventy--these 

articles were published by the New York Sun from February 6 

to December 13, 1891, and simultaneously in England by 'Black 

and White,' 

Being accounts of his own experiences while on the 

islands, the letters necessarily contain much information 

concerning Stevenson's reactions to tropical landscapes, 

contacts with natives, missionaries, and wh i te settlers, and 

observations of ethnological character. Trying to be as ob­

Jective and conc i se as possibl e , and filling his letters 

with what he considered 'seri ous inforrnatio~• Stevenson pro-

valid refl ection of the conditions of life in the Pacific in 

a given historical moment. At the time, however, the public 

reacted unfavourably to his wr i t ngs, The readers were dis­

appointed with the impersona l and often technical nature of 

the articles. They expected pi ct uresque descriptions of 

Polynesian lands according to the traditional formula of 
14 literary exoticism. 

Stevenson counted on us i ng the information conta ined 

in the letters, complemented with his Journals of travel and 

other notes, to compose a monumental work to be called The 

14 Furncs, J. c . , Voyage to Windwa rd) The Li fe of Robert 
Louis Stevenson ( New Yorks Sloane , 19 51 , p. 352, 
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South Seas. The book would be a documentary of the 'unJust 

yet inevitable' extinction of the Polynesians through the 

ill-doings of successive generations of Westerners exploit­

ing the islands. For this purpose, he started a thorough re­

search on the history, geography, anthropology, folklore, 

philology and politics of Oceania. Fanny, his wife, strongly 

opposed his plans and wrote a long complaint to their mutual 

friend Sidney Colvin, asking him to advise Stevenson other­

wiset 

I am very much exercised by one thing . Louis has the 
most enchanting material that any one ever had in the 
whole world for his book, and I am afraid he is going 
to spoil it all. He has taken into his Scotch Stevenson 
head, that a stern duty lies before him, and that his 
book must be a sort of sci entific and historical imper­
sonal thing , comparing t hP different languages (of 
wh i ch he kno\MYl nothing , real l y) and the differ en t 
peoples, ~ne ooJec~ oeing ~o settle ~ne ques~ion as 
to whether they are of common Malay ori gin or not. 
Also to comuare the Protestant and Catholic missions, 
etc., and the whole thing t o be impersonal, leaving 
out all he knows of the p eopl e thems elves. I believe 
there is no one living who has got so near to them, 
or who understands them as he does. Think of a smal 
treatise on the Polynesian races being offered to peJ­
ple who are dying to hear about Ori a Ori, the making 
of brothers wi th cannibals , t he strang e stories they 
told, and the extraordi nary adventures that befell us: 
--suppose Herman Melvill e had given us his theories as 
to the Polyne s ian languag e and the probable good or 
evil r esults of the miss ionary influence instead of 
Omoo and Type e , or Kingla ke i ns tead of Eothen. Louis 
says it is a stern of duty t hat is at the bottom of 
it, which is more alarming than anything else. I am 
so sure tha t you will agr ee with me that I am going 
to ask you t o throw the weight of your inf1~ence as 
heavily as poss i ble in the s cales with me. ) 

The pro t ests of Fanny and Colvin did not chang e 

- 15 Ellison, Joseph W., op . cit ., p. 189. 



Stevenson's determination to realize his ambitious plan. 

Writing to Colvin still aboard the 'Equator,' between the 

Gilberts and Samoa, he expressed his ideas as follows: 

My book is now practically modelled: if I can 
execute what is designed, there are few better 
books now extant on this globe, bar the epics, and 
the big tragedies, and histories, and the choice 
lyric poetics and a novel or so--none. But it is 
not executed yet; and let not him that putteth on 
his armour, vaunt himself. At least, nobody has 
had such stuff; such wild stories, such beautiful 
scenes, such singular intimacies, such manners and 
traditions, so incredible a mixture of the beauti­
ful and the horrible, the savage and c1v1l1sed. I 
will give you here some idea of the table of con­
tents, which ought to make your mouth water. I 
propose to call the book The South Seas: it is 
rather a large title, but not many people have seen 
more of them than I, perhaps no one--certa1nly no 
one capable of using the material, 

Part I. General, "Of schooners, islands and maroons." 

Chapter I, 
" II, 

" 
" 

III. 
IV, 

~'lc1r111e, 
Contraband (smuggling, barratry, labour 

traffic), 
The Beachcomber. 
Beachcomber stories, 1. The Murder of the 
Chinaman. ii. The Death of a Beachcomber. 
iii. A Character. 1v. The Ap1~ Blacksmith. 

Part II. The Marquesas. 

Chapter V. 

II VI. 

Anaho. 1. Arrival, 11. Death. 111. The 
Tapu. iv. Morals. v. Hoka. 
Ta1-o-hae. 1. Arr1val.11. The French. 

7J 

111. The Royal Family. iv. Ch1efless Folk. 
v. The Catholics. vi. Hawa11an m1ss1onar1es, 

II VII. Observations of a Long Pig. 1. Cannibalism. 
11. Hatiheu. 111. Frere Michel. iv. Toa­
hauka and Atuona. v. The Vale of Atuona. 
vi. Moipu. vii. Captain Hat1. 

Part III. The Dangerous Archipelago. 

Chapter VIII. 
II IX. 
II x. 

The Group. 
A House to let in a Low Island. 
A Paumotuan Funeral. 1. The Funeral. 
ii, Tales of the Dead, 
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Part IV-. Tah1t1. 

Chapter XI. 
" XI I. 
" XIII. 
" XIV. 
" xv. 
" XVI. 

~ Taut1ra. 
Village Government 1n Tah1t1. 
A Journey in Quest of Legends. 
Legends and Songs. 
Life in Eden. 
Note on the French Regimen. 

Part V. The Eight Islands. 

Chapter XVII. 
II XVIII. 

" XIX. 

A Note on Missions. 
The Kona Coast of Hawaii. 1. Hookena. 
ii. A Ride in the Forest, 111, A Law 
Case. iv. The City of Refuge. v. The 
Lepers. 
Molokai. 1. A Week 1n the Precinct. 
ii. History of the Leper Settlement. 
iii. The Mokol11. iv. The Free Island. 

Part VI. The Gilberts, 

Chapter XX. 

" 

" 
" 

XXI. 

XXII. 
XXIII. 

The Group. i. Position of Woman. 11, 
The Missions. 111. Devil-work. iv, Repub­
lics. 
Rule and Misrule of Makin. 1. Butar1tar1, 
Jts K1n~ ~n0 Courte lJ, History of Th~ee 
Kings. 111. The Drink Question, 
A Butar1tarian Festival. 
The King of Apemana. 1. First Impressions. 
11. Equator Town and the Palace. 1i1. The 
Three Corselets. 

Part VII. Samoa. 
16 

which I have not yet reached. 

Stevenson never carried out this gigantic enterprise. 

The time of his residence in Samoa was all taken by his fic­

tional and political writings , his letters to McClure's syn­

dicate, his respons1b1l1t1es as a landowner, and his family 

obligations. The end product of all his effort, the letters 

themselves, were compiled and published in a posthumous 

- 16colvin, Sidney (ed.), on. cit., Volume II, pp. 198-200. 
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volume, In the South Seas (1896). The South Seas volume con-

tained only three -0f the parts previously designed by 

Stevenson: Part II (The Marquesas); Part III (The Dangerous 

Archipelago), dealing with the Tuamotu Islands; and Part VI 

(The Gilberts). Part I (Of schooners, islands, and maroons) 

and Part IV (Tahiti) were never completed. Part V (The Eight 

Islands), dealing with Hawaii, was not included in the origi­

nal and subsequent editions of the South Seas book. It was 

only through the initiative of Arthur G. Day that Stevenson's 

Hawaiian writings were finally published (Travels in Hawaii, 

1973). The Samoan chapter, Part VII, eventually became A 

Footnote to History (1892), a political work. 

J. Stevenson's political writings. 

The only work distinctively political that Stevenson 

wrote in the Pacific was A Footnote to History. Eight Years 

of Trouble in Samoa (1892). He was profoundly interested in 

exposing the causes of the conflict which involved nativts 

and Westerners in a rival struggle for political dominance 

over the islands. To accomplish this task, Stevenson inter­

viewed every person from whom valuable information could be 

obtained. Representatives of the four factions involved in 

the conflict, Germans, British, Americans and Samoans, were 

interrogated--the latter through the aid of interpreters. 

Although not obJective by temperament, Stevenson strove to 

perform his work with a sensible degree of detachment and 

maximum accuracy. As he later explained: 
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I did not go in for literature; address myself to 
sensible rather than sensitive. And, indeed, it is 
a kind of Jour~alism. 1 7 

The desire to maintain a high level of impersonality 

throughout the study did not prevent him from showing a strong 

sympathy towards the native cause. Anti-colonialist at heart, 

Stevenson went deep into denouncing the abuses perpetuated 

by the Westerners against the Samoan people. His attack was 

mostly directed towards the Germans. Established on the is­

lands as traders in the mid-eighteen hundreds, the Germans 

managed to take hold of the best native land through a system 

of indebtrnent in which the natives were always losers. By 

1875 they virtually dominated Samoan commerce. The political 

implications of this ascendency went against the imperialistic 

~mb1tJonq of Grpat Br 1t a1n P~d the Uni ~erl S t ates , both ~l~ o 

interested in the islands. The complexity of the situation 

was still furthered by rivalries between native Samoan chiefs, 

duly sitmulated by the Western ers involved. 

Stevenson did not spare any effort to expose the re­

ality of the Samoan situation t o the rest of the world, either 

in articles to the American and European press or in his book 

proJect. A Footnote to Histor y remains today a valuable 

piece of political literature . Written in the ardour of so 

many political happenings, i t depi cts an extremely complex 

political situation through the eyes of a man-of-letters. 

17Johnstone, Arthur, Recollections of Robert Louis 
Stevenson i n the Paci f ic (Londoni Chatto and Windus, 1905), 
P• 179. 
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This fact makes the attempt a very original one, indeed. Al-

though criticized at the time for its bias in favour of the 

Samoan people, Stevenson's work is now an important title in 
18 the study of South Pacific history. 

Appraisals of Stevenson's Pacific-based works 

Literary critics, Pacific scholars and students of 

Stevensoniana exhibit diverse opinions in evaluating the mer­

its and faults of Stevenson's Pacific-based works. Up to 

the presett, several biographical studies have appeared 

which comment upon details of Stevenson's life while present­

ing a general view of the natur e and characteristics of his 

works. Studies adopting more technical and specific ap­

proaches are also numerous, cons i sting mainly of literary 

analyses of his novels, poems and short stories. 

Not considering the varying quality-level of these 

studies, it is possible to obs erve how different authors re­

acted to Stevenson's prose i n di fferent periods of time. 

Books written shortly after the author's death generally ab­

stain from criticizing the cont ent of his works and tend to 

glorify his memory as a man and as a writer. In this category 

fall most of his works published by his family members, his 

intimate fri ends and people with whom Stevenson developed an 

acquaintance during his li fetime . Recent studies, especially 

those of a more uncomprom1s1ng nat ure, tend to present 

18 Furnas, J. c., op, cit ., p . 397. 



Stevenson's works under sharper critical focus and display 

their author's vie~s without emotional restraints. 
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The maJor criticism that some authors have made of 

Stevenson's Pacific prose concerns his political ideology. 19 

As Melville and Stoddard before him, Stevenson was strongly 

concerned with the damages inflicted by Westerners on the 

life of Pacific peoples. He was against the excesses of the 

colonial regime's exploitation of the islands and did not 

accept as natural the mistreatment of the natives by the 

domineering outsiders. It was true also that he was able to 

recognize the benefits brought by civilization into island 

life as well as the efforts of some individuals for improving 

the living condi tions of the native peoples, missionaries in 

pa.rt1 cu 1 ~ r. 

In the beginning of the present century Stevenson's 

anti-colonialist views were not well accepted by most sections 

of the Pacific European populati •n. Arthur Johnstone, editor 

of the Pacific Commer1cal Advertiser of Honolulu, presented 

the following criticism in his book on Stevenson, published 

in 1905: 

Upon his arrival in the South Seas, Stevenson was with­
out knowledge and experi enc e in island affairs, and 
while he proved an acute, he soon demonstrated that he 
was not a comprehensive obs erver. He found no diffi­
culty in viewing one side a t a timr of any subJect 
that fell in his way, but it was most difficult, or 
quite impossible, for him to consider all sides of the 
intricate commercial and rac i al problems alive 1n the 

19Johnstone, Arthur, op. cit ., pp. 178-180. 



Pacific. A brilliant composer of sentences, he 
failed when it came to putting in place the facts 
composing the ~omplex puzzle of life and govern­
ment in Oceanica ••• A perusal of his writings 
about the South Seas clearly shows that Stevenson 
did idealize the Polynesians, and that his views 
of them were too often disturbed by sentiment or 
preJedice ••• These instances will warn us 
against an indiscriminate acceptance of the novel­
ist's views on island life and affairs. Otherwise 
there are many pages in the South Sea writings 
which are reliable and charming , where he seems to 
have quite escaped from his perpositions and theo­
ries: hence contradictions, seeming or real, will 
be frund in many of the pages that

2
ge has penned 

of Polynesia and the Polynesians, 
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Dennis Butts, on the other hand, makes an altogether 

different appraisal of Stevenson's South Sea writings. In 

his biography of the author he states: 

When, •• Stevenson began his series of voyages 
into the south seas, and wrote up his account of 
them, subsequ ently turned i nto a book, In the South 
S b , (l~""' 11a ~ - _, i -· e~ ~~ -h-- ~ "~- ~~--~ '7VV/ • t • l.U Y._l-la..J.. (d. b V.i. .:>• J. <.,uu. vuu<--.L •u. -
tion and precise description are evident. Stevenson 
himself is said to have preferred the parts of the 
book dealing with his residence in the Gilberts ••• 
where he described manners and governments which were 
already fast disappearing .21 

Joseph W. Ellison, in Tusitala of the South Sea~ 

(1953), also defends Stevenson against the criticisms re­

ferring to his bias in favour of Polynesians and consequent 

preJudice against the whites domiciled on the islands. He 

observes: 

In the Marquesas Stevenson learned his first lesson 
of the sad consequences of i mperialism and the impact 
of white man's civilization and religion upon the 

20 Johnstone, Arthur, op. c i t., pp. 147-151. 
21Butts, Dennis, op. cit ., p. 58. 



natives ••• Like Walt Whitman, whom he admired, 
Stevenson had always been a man with a strong sense 
of Justice and- a champion of the cause of the under­
dog , a hater of sanctimonious hypocrisy ••• In 
l881 he severely criticized Britain for her shame­
ful attack on weak and liberty-loving Transvaal 
••• Now Stevenson became the champion of the 
cause of the Polynes ian race. He was always ready 
to battle for his ri ghts. He did not idealize the 
natives; his was a genuine sympathy for them. He 
did not refer to them as savages; he did not de­
precate thei r code of morals. In the Marquesas, 
later in Hawaii, and in Samoa the natives felt that 
they had found in him a true friend and vehement 
champion.22 
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Apart from the criticisms directed to his political 

attitudes, Stevenson was also criticized in literary grounds 

for using an artificial imagery in the portrayal of the 

South Pacific landscape. Adopting imported images, in order 

to describe the physical environment of the are~ and express-

analogy with civilized symbol s, Stevenson developed a South 

Seas imagery partially dependent on correspondent Western 

twins c ~ opposi t es for its own existence. 

Robert Kiely, in Ficti on of Adventure (1964), makes 

the following remarks concerning Stevenson's 'artificial 

imagery's 

••• Stevenson's visuali zation ••• seems to have 
Victorian Edinburgh, London , and parts of continental 
Europe impressed indel i bly upon it ••• It quickly 
becomes clear that the pleas ure in reading Songs of 
Travel, In the South Seas , Isl and Ni ght' s Entertain­
ments, The Wr ecker , and The Ebb Tide is rarely that 
of sensing t he oppressive heat, the presence of lux­
uriant vegetation pressing a l ong the banks of slow 

22Ellison, Joseph w., op . cit ., p. 24. 



brown rivers, or the illusion of involvement in the 
unfamiliar rhythms of native life, It is not, in 
other words, even superficially Melvillean . The 
pleasure is in observing the author-narrator touring 
the South Seas, often without shoes and wearing a 
funny hat, but always accompanied by a picturesque 
if cu mberso~e bundle of Victorian keepsakes ••• 
The Beach of Falesa, published in 1892 and later 
included in Island Ni ghts' Entertainments, was re­
garded by Stevenson as containing the 'essence' of 
the South Seas. It mi ght have more accurate if he 
had said that it contains the es~~nce of h~mself 
and his epoch in the South Seas. J 

These observations are not entirely deserved. Al­

though carrying numerous allusions to Western symbols, 

Stevenson's imagery reveals the South Sea landscape with 

geographical accuracy and an authentic 'sense of plac~• His 

fiction and his South Sea Journals contain many references 

to the physical and human environments of the Pacific. 
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StE;Vt::11s0r1 descr.L ut:u t1n::ru t::.1.11ertly, f c1.c111g t11e Cubcov er y of new 

things with his customary sensibility and intelligence, The 

exoticism contained in his prose is neither cheap nor gratu­

itous. Stevenson marked South Sas literature with true 

genius. His onl y equivalent in the field is Herman Il'! elville, 

who preceded him in the Pacific and with whom he unconsciously 

shared many phi l osophical standpoints. 

Stevenson's cont ribution to the South Seas myth 

Robert Louis Stevenson 's contribution to the diffusion 

and popularization of the 'Sout h Seas myth' in West ern con­

sciousness deserves some consideration at this point, 

- 23 Kiely, Robert, op. cit ., pp. 168-169, 
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First of all, it should be observed that the 'myth' 

preceded Stevenson in the Pacific. Stevenson was not the 

creator of the South Seas legend of exotic island-paradises. 

Before him, many other artists had already visited the area 

and made their contributions to the formation of the myth. 

Stevenson was only one piece in the long chain of recognized 

contributors to the legend, His work, however, proved of 

fundamental importance for the survival and continuity of the 

South Seas romantic tradition in contemporary Western thought. 

Stevenson was a well-known author before visiting 

Oceania. His writings, popular throughout the English­

speaking world, exerted great appeal upon the reading public 

and won him many faithful admirers expecially among the young , 

growth or intensity of Stevenson's popularity in the Western 

world. His works continued on large demand in the literary 

market nd, indeed, it was this pre-exi sting demand for 

Stevenson's books in European and North American markets 

which assured the ready acceptance of his South Sea novels 

by the reading public. 

Although the location of his novels shifted from 

European to Polynesian settings, the subJect matter of 

Stevenson's books remained essentially in the same tradition 

of action, adventure and romance which characterized his 

earlier works. This fact certainly predisposed the public 

to the reading of Stevenson' s Paci fic fiction and inevitably 

contributed to the diffusion of ideas perta1n1ng to the myth, 
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The excellence of Stevenson's work elevated the qual­

ity of South Seas ~iterature to levels seldom before attained 

in the field, not including the Pacific prose of Herman 

Melville. This high level of achievement in the expression 

of ideas about the Pacific also affected the myth, giving a 

permanent literary value to the romantic vision of the Pacific 

island realm. 

Stevenson's Pacific prose, although exh1b1t1ng great 

refinement of style, was not markedly original as far as its 

Polynesian imagery is concerned. Stevenson's imagery of the 

Polynesian environment contain numerous European-based ele­

ments. In his writings on South Sea themes Stevenson fol­

lowed essentially the same patterns of environmental descrip-

t.1.on r<l!lC11 had 0€:cu used 'u.Y µrev..1.uus tit..l. l,J1un> in the field, 

such as Melville and Stoddard, to cite two of the most impor­

tant. His evocations of the island milieu have visual 

strength and are geographically ~onvincing but they generally 

submit to traditional systems of environmental representa­

tion. 

The influence of Stevenson's work on the literary 

formation of twentieth century Pacific writers was consider­

able. His mastery of a literary gender, the fiction of ad­

venture, set an example to the incoming generations of poten­

tial South Sea romanticists. This observation is slightly 

ironic, however, because Stevenson was never a true Pacific 

writer. Although he wrote excellent pages of South Seas 

fiction, Stevenson's most representative works, his literary 



masterpieces, were actually set outside the Pacific. This 

was the case of Treasure Island, which did not possess any 

reference to the South Pacific; Kidnapped, which took place 

in eighteenth century Scotland; Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, 

whose setting was nineteenth century England; and Weir of 

Hermiston, written in Samoa but dealing with Scottish sub­

Jects. Considering the number of his works dedicated to 

Pacific themes against the overwhelming representativeness 
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of his European-centered novels, Stevenson fails to be 

labelled as a Pacific writer in the tradition that Louis 

Becke and James N. Hall developed years later. His liter­

ary immersion in Pacific themes was only partial, even though 

it had excellent stylistic results. 

The circv~st~nces of Stevenson•~ l~fe and vcy~~es in 

Polynesia endowed his Pacific years with an aura of magic 

and romance that eventually stimulated the creation of a popu­

lar image associating his name with the South Pacific. ~he 

impact of Stevenson's works in fostering new developments 

within the myth was partially due to the popularization of 

aspects of his own life in the South Seas. In this sense, 

it can be said that Stevenson, the 'personality,' contributed 

as much to the development of the 'South Seas myth' as did 

Stevenson, the writer. In other words, it is possible to 

say that, perhaps, the greatest contribution Stevenson ever 

gave to the 'South Seas myth' was the simple association of 

his name with the Pacif1c--as the lLterary prestige of his 
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name aroused a new wave of interest in things Pacific. 



CHAPTER IV 

PAUL GAUGUIN 

Biographical data 

Paul Gauguin was born in Paris on June 7, 1848. His 

father, Clovis Gauguin, was a Journalist interested in poli­

tical affairs. His mother, Aline Chazal Gauguin, came from 

a family of Spanish aristocrats settled in Peru. 

When the government of France was taken over by 

Napoleon III, Clovis Gauguin emigrated to South America in 

order to escape the pol1t1cal effects of his Journalistic 

Marie and Paul, he left for Peru in 1851. Clovis did not 

reach his destination, however, for he died suddenly at sea, 

and was buried at Port Famine, c 1 the Strait of Magellan. 

Aline and the children continued on to Lima, where they re­

mained for the next four years. 

Gauguin's early childhood was therefore spent in the 

fashionable environment of the Moscoso's estate in Lima. 

Of those early years he would retain many memories, most of 

them concerned with the exotic surroundings of his mother's 

family property. Vivid street and domestic scenes, adorned 

with a multitide of strange and colorful things, found a 

complement in the presence of the many native servants who 

perpetually cared for the children's daily needs, Gauguin 



grew increasingly used to the sight of exotic faces, cos­

tumes and attitudes; elements which would have a maJor in­

fluence in the aesthetic development of his future years. 

In 1855, Aline decided to return to France with her 

children. Paul was then seven years old and spoke Spanish. 

Settled in Orleans, in the house of Isidore Gauguin, Paul's 

uncle, the family tried to start a new life. Paul was 
' 

87 

eleven years old when he was admitted to the 'Petit Serninaire' 

of Orleans. By this time he had already mastered French, a 

language that his South American tutors had not taught him. 

In the 1Semina1re' he received the basics of a classically­

oriented education, complemented later with studies in the 

local 'Lycee.' 

formal education came to an end. Gauguin at seventeen de­

cided to Join the merchant mari ne. In December of that year 

he was admitted as a pilot's apprentice on the 'Luzitano ~' 

and made two successive voyages between Le Havre and Rio de 

Janeiro. The first voyage lasted three months and twenty-one 

days. The second voyage last ed approximately four months. 

Gauguin's stay in Rio represented for him a rediscovery of 

the 'exotic' He was dazzled wi t h the light and the colour 

of the tropics and with the exuberant beauty of the 

Brazilian environment. 

Soon after his return t o France, Gauguin embarked on 

another voyage to South America . S,1iling on the 'Chili' as 
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a second-lieutenant, he spent almost fourteen months on the 

route between Le Havre and Valparaiso, Aline, his mother, 

died during this long absence, Back 1n France and without 

immediate prospects, Gauguin enlisted in the French Navy. 

During a term of service which lasted more than three years, 

he visited the Eastern Mediterranean, including the Adriatic, 

the Aegean and the Black Sea, the Northern Atlantic as far 

as the Norwegian coast and the Arctic Circle, and the Baltic. 

In April, 1871, Gauguin left the Navy and settled in Paris. 

He had spent more than five years at sea and his life was al­

ready rich in experiences of distant places and exotic 

peoples. 

This year 1871 was particularly important in Gauguin!s 

was placed under the patronage of Gustave Arosa, his official 

guardian by the will of Aline. At Gauguin's request, Arosa 

obtained a position for him witt the stockbroking firm of 

Bertin et Cie, 1n the rue Laffitte. Gauguin soon showed 

signs of initiative in his new occupation. In the same firm 

he met Emile Schuffenecker, a stockbroker who was also a 

dilettante painter. Both Schuffenecker and Arosa were men of 

taste, profoundly interested in art. Their influence on 

Gauguin was strong and decisive. Arosa's private collection 

of paintings included works by Delacroix, Corot, Courbet, 

Daumier, Jongkind, and Pissarro. His daughter, Marguerite 

Arosa was clso a painter. Through her, Gauguin learned the 

basic techniques of painting in oils, He also became more 



and more interested in drawing, The first results of his 

casual artistic attempts were impressive. Encouraged by 

Marguerite and Schuffenecker, Gauguin entered, somewhat re­

luctantly, the world of art. 

By 1872, Gauguin was a successful stockbroker. In 

his free time he continued to experiment with drawing and 

painting, and made extensive visits to the museums and art 

galleries of Par1s--art1stic excursions in which he was in­

variably accompanied by Schuffenecker. In November, 1873, 

he took another important step by marrying Mette Sophie Gad, 

a girl from an influential Danish family, This union was 
. 

happy in its typically bourgeois patterns. For a few years, 

Gauguin was able to lead a balanced existence, dividing his 

time between his business activities, his family life, and 

his growing aspirations as an artist. 

Painting in the outskirt s of Paris on weekends and 

accompanying Schuffenecker in frc 1uent visits to the Atelier 

Colarossi, Gauguin became more self-confident and skilled 

in the expression of his art. In 1875, he met Camille 

Pissarro and through him a number of other Impressionist 

painters. EnJoying a prosperous financial position, he also 

began to build his own collection of paintings, and bought 

works by Cezanne, Pissarro, Degas, Sisley, Monet and Renoir. 

In 1876, the Salon accepted his landscape "Sous-bois a 

Virolay," In these five years Gauguin had made great pro­

gress both in his professional and artistic life. 

89 
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The evolution which started in 1871 continued through 

the last years of ~he decade. Gauguin became progressively 

more involved with his art. He was still a dilettante but 

regarded his artistic work seriously and with an increasing 

awareness of his potential talents. In 1877, under the 

supervision of the sculptor Bouillot, he made his first ex­

periments with modelling and carving. With a few exceptions, 

the subJect-rnatter of his works centered around hls family, 

which he portrayed through different medias oils, crayons, 

pastel, water colour, sculpture. Gauguin's friendship with 

Pissarro became closer in the course of these years. In 

1879, they worked together at Ponto1se during the summer 

holidays. Pissarro's influence on the artistic development 

painted in an Impressionist manner, using delicate brush­

strokes and pale colours. His style owed much to Pissarro, 

Corot and Jongk1nd. 

From 1880 to 1882, Gauguin showed several of his 

works at the fifth, sixth and seventh Impressionist exhibi­

tions. His "Etude de Nu" (1881) was highly praised by the 

critic Huysmans, this being the first official recognition 

of his talent. With a strong belief in hls own possibili­

ties as a painter and encouraged by the eventfulness of his 

recent years in matters artistic, Gauguin took the most 

daring decision of his life and resigned his position as 

stockbroker in January, 188). From this moment onwards, he 

intended t0 give himself exclusively to art, He was 
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thirty-four years old. 

The sudden change in his professional perspectives 

had serious financial consequences. Moving the family to 

Rouen and later to Copenhagen, Gauguin found himself unable 

to cope with the burden of supporting his wife and his five 

children. Mette decided to stay in Copenhagen, teaching 

French and doing translation work in order to maintain the 

family. Gauguin returned to Paris with his six-year old 

son Clovis. The winter 1885-1886 was a period of critical 

poverty in Gauguin's life. Clovis fell sick and Gauguin, 

unable to sell his paintings, was forced to take a job as a 

bill-poster in order to pay his son's medical expenses. In 

the spring of 1886, he took part 1n the eighth and last 

was little noticed. In June, after leaving Clovis in a 

'pension' in the suburbs of Paris, Gauguin departed for 

Brittai y. 

From 1886 to 1890 Gauguin made several soJourns in 

Brittany, seeking refuge from the financial difficulties 

which tormented his life in Paris. In Pont-Aven and later 

at Le Pouldu he found not only inspiration and subject­

matter for new paintings but also the stimulating companion­

ship of a group of young artists, In August, 1888, his meet­

ing with Emile Bernard would have decisive consequences for 

the future of modern art. Out of their d1scuss1ons were 

born 'Cloisonn1sm' and Synthetism,' two ph1losoph1es that 
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embodied a whole new conception of pa1nting. 1 The year 

1888 marked Gauguin's rupture with Impressionism and the be­

ginning of a long phase of intensely personal artistic ex­

pression. Also from 1888 dates his first great masterpiece. 

"Vision after the Sermon,u already within 'Cloisonnist' and 

'Synthetist' molds. 

The same decade witnessed Gauguin's first attempt to 

settle in the tropics. Encouraged by the fact that his 

brother-in-law had business interests 1n Panama and counting 

on the companionship of Charles Laval, a young painter who 

was willing to try the same venture, Gauguin left for 

America in April, 1887. He wanted to live as primitively as 

possible, in close contact with nature, and away from the 

Panama did not yield the expected results, however. His 

brother-in-law was unable or unwilling to help them and 

Panama proved not to be as primitive as they had initial) r 

imagined. His savings completely exhausted, Gauguin worked 

as a labourer in the d1gginf of the Canal in order to pay his 

way back to Europe. However, by the time he had saved suff1-

c1ent money for the return, he and Laval decided to leave for 

Martinique, instead. The island impressed both artists in 

the deepest way. The tropical environment and the exotic 

human ambience offered them an abundant supply of subJect 

1Bouda1lle, Georges, Gau~uin (Londons Thames and Hudson, 
1964), p. 88. 



matter for new paintings. Gauguin's West Indian period is 

marked by the adop-tion of a palette of brighter colours and 

a more adventurous use of lines. He starts to drift away 

from Impressionism. The soJourn in Martinique did not end 

well, however. Attacked with fever and dysentery, Gauguin 

and Laval were left with no other choice but to return to 

France. Helped by Schuffenecker, he survived the winter 

1887-1888. 

In October-December, 1888, another famous episode 

of Gauguin's life took place in Southern France. Invited 

by Vincent van Gogh to share his small apartment in the 

'Maison Jaune,' Gauguin left for Arles, hoping that, with 

the help of van Gogh's brother, Theo, he would be able to 
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the two months of life in common were marked by frequent 

misunderstandings and conflicts of personality between the 

two me1. Although bound by great affection, Gauguin and van 

Gogh could hardly agree on artistic or philosophical matters. 

The stay ended with the tragic events of December 24, when 

van Gogh cut off his own ear. 

The opening of the Paris World's Fair of 1889 of­

fered Gauguin the opportunity to admire several examples of 

oriental art, He was especially fascinated with the Indian, 

Indonesian and Tonk1nese displays, whose exoticism aroused 

his enthusiasm 1n an unprecedented way. From this time date 

h1s attempts to obtain a governmental pos1t1on in Indo-ChiPL, 
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which proved unsuccessful. 

In his art~stic affairs, the year 1889 was marked by 

the famous exhibition at the 'Cafe des Arts' (tafe' Volpini'), 

organized by Schuffenecker under the denomination of 

'Impressionist and Synthetist Group.' Among the paintings 

exhibited were works by Gauguin, Anquetin, Schuffenecker, 

Laval, Bernard, de Monfreid, and others. Although reJected 

by the maJority of the public and critics, the exhibition 

highly impressed the young 'Nabis's Serusier, Denis and 
2 

Bennard. 

Returning from Brittany late in the fall of 1890, 

Gauguin came in contact with some of the maJor Symbolist 

poets of the time. 3 With them he developed the habit of 

~" +-h ,..V'I.; - - "t b....,.. '-'••-.&. ...... b ..., 

art. Identifying himself with many Symbolist ideals, and 

transposing his ideas to his paintings, Gauguin added a new 

dimension to his art--its highly symbolic quality. At the 

'Cafe Voltaire' he met Verlaine, Moreas, Carriere, and 

Charles Morice, who in turn introduced him to one their 

leaders, Stephane Mallarme. 

Since the end of 1889 Gauguin had realized that liv­

ing in Europe offered him no chances of economic and artis­

tic survival. Among his plans, he envisaged the possibility 

2Goldwater, Robert, Paul Gauguin (Par1s1 Nouvelles 
Editions Francaises, 1957), p. 23. 

- )Alley, Ronald, Gauguin, (London: Spring Books, 1964), 
p. 15' 



of founding an artist colony in the tropics, where life 

was cheaper and offered an inexhaustible variety of artis­

tic themes. Faced with the impossibility of settling in 

Indo-China, he decided to make Madagascar the site of this 

colony. It was Emile Bernard who told him about Tahiti and 

provided him with literature on the South Seas. Enraptured 
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by these accounts of the islands, he made up his mind and left 

for the Pacific in April, 1891. Before his departure, an 

auction of his paintings at the Hotel Drouot provided him with 

enough money to defray the costs of the first months of his 

stay in Tahiti. 

Gauguin's first sojourn in Tahiti lasted from June, 

1891, to June, 189). These two years were marked by intense 

rprqonaJ ex~erJPncpq in ~Jnge conta~t with the 1sland envJr­

onment. Reflecting Gauguin's reaction to his new surround­

ings, his paintings became personal interpretations of 

PolyneEtan landscapes and scenes of everyday n~tive life. 

Complementing the 011 paintings, his production during the 

first period also included drawings, water colours and sculp­

tures. The year 1892 was fruitful in artistic matters, but 

health problems became a handicap with which he could not 

deal adequately. Abandoned by most of his friends 1n Europe, 

destitute, suffering from starvation and in constant conflict 

with the French colonial class, Gauguin finally asked to be 

repatriated. He arrived 1n Paris in August, 189). 

The following period in France was divided between 



soJourns in Paris and Brittany. With the assistance of 

Degas, Gauguin was, able to exhibit his Tahitian canvases at 

Durand-Ruel's. Although without financial success, the show 

impressed Vuillard, Bernard and other painters. In May, 

1894, in a visit to the Breton village of Concarneau, Gauguin 

got involved in a brawl with sailors and had his ankle 

broken. The convalescence was lengthy and painful, keeping 

him from painting for a considerable time. This period was, 

nevertheless, marked by the writing of Noa Noa in collabor­

ation with Charles ~orice. Ten woodcuts were carved to illus­

trate the book. 

Gauguin's decision to return to the South Seas was 

taken because of the disappointments of his stay in France. 

He sailed agaJn in May, )895. aftPr an unqu~reRsful qale of 

his works at the Hotel Drouot. The second Tahitian phase 

lasted from July, 1895, to September, 1901. Again, suffering 

from ill-health, feeling abandoned and forgotten by his 

friends and forever tormented by financial worries, Gauguin 

lived through periods of intense depression temporarily re­

lieved by brief phases of a happy and carefree existence. 

The death of his daughter Aline in 1897 threw him into a 

state of complete desperation and he attempted suicide. The 

attempt failed but left him prostrated. In 1898, in order to 

survive, he took a clerk's job i n the Public Works office at 

Papeete, Once relieved from hi s most pressing debts, he quit 

the Job and resumed painting . In 1899, besides painting and 

sculpting, Gauguin started publ ishing his own satirical 
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paper, Le Sourire. Invited to contribute articles to Les 

Guepes, an anti-Protestant and anti-government paper, he ac­

cepted and denounced with energy the misdoings of the local 

politicians. This attitude would cause him many conflicts 

with the island authorities in the future. 

In 1901, benefiting from a contract with a Parisian 

art dealer, Ambroise Vollard, he decided to move to the 

Marquesas in the hope of finding in those islands better con­

ditions of life and work. In September, he settled at 

Atuana, on the island of H1va-Oa, The beginning of his stay 

was quiet and promising. Many paintings resulted from his 

observations of the island milieu. However, his sympathy 

towards the natives turned him against the French political 

clashes between Gauguin and the colonial representatives re­

sulted in a sentence of imprisonment and a fine of 1,000 

francs 1n March, 1903. Gauguin was expecting ~he outcome of 

his appeal to the Court in Papeete when he died on May 8, of 

a heart attack, He was fifty-four years old. 

The sources of Gauguin's exo t icism 

The exotic content of Gauguin's artistic production 

of the Pacific period was not merely a reflection of his 

views of the Polynesian environm ent. It embodied a whole 

philosophy of life, thoughts and beliefs nurtured by him 

during his entire existence as a man and as an artist. 

Gauguin spent almost half, or twenty-three years of 



his life outside the Parisian milieu. Of these twenty-three 

years, not less than fourteen were spent in activities direct­

ly concerned with art. Considering that Gauguin's life as 

a professional artist lasted twenty years, from 1883 to 

1903, the fourteen years spent in quest of his philosophical 

ideal represent an important segment. 

Systematizing his travels and artistic soJourns ac­

cording to geographical areas and periods of time, one ar­

rives at the following results, 

l. Peru: 4 years 
1851-1855 

2. South America, Eastern Mediterranean, and Northern 
Europe, 5 years 
December 1865 - April 1871 

3. Brittany: 3 years 

3,1 First stay (Pont-Aven): 6 months 
June 1886 - November 1886 

3.2 Second stay (Pont-Aven): 9 months 
February 1888 - October 1888 

3.3 Third stay (Pont-Aven; Le Pouldu: 1 year and 
9 months 

April 1889 - December 1890 

4. Panama-Martinique, 8 months 
April 1887 - November 1887 

5. Arles: 2 months 
October 1888 - December 1888 

6. Tahiti, 8 years 

6.1 First stay: 2 years 
June 1891 - June 1893 

6.2 Second stay1 6 years 
July 1895 - August 1901 

7. Marquesas, 1 year and 9 months 
September 1901 - May 1903 



This wide experience of different physical and cul­

tural environments~ perceived through the senses of one of 

the keenest observers that the world of art has ever known, 

had deep and permanent consequences in the shaping of 

Gauguin's ideas on life, society and art. His childhood, 

spent in the foreign atmosphere of mid-nineteenth century 

Lima, and his several voyages to South America and parts of 

Europe during his late adolescent years, provided Gauguin 

with a body of impressions and souvenirs of distant lands 

which predisposed him to the acceptance, understanding, and 

admiration of the 'exotic.' 

In Gauguin's system of values, the 'exotic' became 

invariably connected with the aesthetic app1eciat1on of the 

of 
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social goodness, and the inner necessity to escape the pres­

sures and restraints of sterilizing ways of life. These 

traits can be found 1n most accc 1nts of his expectations re­

garding life outside Europe. 

In his study of the exotic sources of Gauguin's art, 

Bengt Dan1elsson came to the conclusion that this exoticism 

derived from three different artistic and geographical nuclei: 

American pre-Columbian art, especially pottery; Japanese 

'ukiyo-e' techniques; and African and Oriental art from five 

well-defined sources1 Egypt, Persia, India, Java and 



Cambodia. 
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Ceramics of American pre-Columbian type, which were 

the main inspirational source for h~s own attempts at making 

pottery, existed in the collection of the Moscoso family in 

Lima, in Gustave Arosa's collection in Paris, and in some of 

the Parisian museums that Gauguin visited in the company of 

Schuffenecker. Gauguin was charmed and inspired by their 

simplicity. 

Japanese art had already been 1n vogue among 

European artists since the 1850's. Manet, Pissarro, Degas, 

Monet and van Gogh, to mention some of the most important, 

studied and adopted particular aspects of the Japanese 

'ukiyo-e' prints in their Impressionist canvases. It was 

took the revolutionary step of utilizing Japanese techniques 

to create a new style of painting. 'Synthetism' and 

'Cloisonnism' were born out of their Joint artistic ende, -

vour in the summer of 1888. "The Vision After the Sermon," 

the first of Gauguin's paintings to show the credo of the 

new aesthetic order, presents most of the characteristics 

inherent in the works of Hokusai , Hiroshige and Utamaro, 

three of his favourite Japanese artists: "flat areas of 

unmodulated color, simplified f orms, arbitrary perspec­

tive, high viewpoint, asymmet r i c composition, 

4nan1el sson, Bengt, "The Exoti: Sources of Gauguin's 
Art," in Expedition, Volume I I, Number 4, Summer 1969, 
pp, 16-26, 
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decorative elaboration, and a conception of painting as sym­

bolic."5 

Oriental art fascinated Gauguin for its harmonious 

character, intense symbolism, and essentially decorative 

forms. These qualities became his primary obJectives in the 

pursuit of his own work. Gauguin's baggage in both trips to 

the Pacific included prints of the pa1nt1ngs he admired the 

mosti their influence on Gauguin's art can be traced until 

his last works of the Marquesan period. 

Gauguin's search for the 'exotic' 

Gauguin's first recorded reference to the South Seas 

is linked with his voyage to Brazil on the 'Luzitano' (1866): 

On my first trip as a pilot's apprentice on the 
,:,uz,t!3.nn.' h(mrirl. f'r,r R10 d P J ~np1rn 1t W!:IS my 01 .1. t~r 
to stand watch at night with the lie~tenant. He 
told me the following, 

He had been a cabin-boy on a little ship that 
made l ong voyages in Oceania with cargoes of all 
sor~s of cheap goods, One fine morning , wtile he 
wa~ washing the deck, he fell into the sea without 
anyone's noticing it. He did not let go of his 
broom, and thanks to this broom the boy kept up 
for for t y-eight hours 1n the ocean. By an extra­
ordinary chance a ship happened to pas s and 
saved him, Then, some time later, as this ship 
had put in at a hospitable li t tle island, our 
cabin-boy went for a walk and stayed a little too 
long . So he remained for good and all. 

Our little cabin-boy pleased everybody, so 
there he was settled, with nothing to do, forced 
to lose his virginity on th e spot, fed, lodged, 
petted and flattered in every way. He was very 
happy. This lasted two years; then one fine 

5nan1elsson, Bengt, op. cit ., p. 19. 



morning another ship happened to be passing and 
our young man wanted to go back to France. 

' 
My God, what a fool I was,' he said to me. 

'Here I am now obliged to fight my way against 
wind and wave ••• And I was so happy ••• • 

Living among the savages is all very w611, 
but there is such a thing as Homesickness. 
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Whatever may have been the intent with which Gauguin 

recalled this passage, ironic or moralizing, the fact is 

that the Pacific held little attraction for him until late 

1n his life. Before concentrating his thoughts on Tahiti 

as his 'promised land,' he felt strongly allured by the ar­

tistic and architectonic treasures of Oriental civilizations. 

It was the impossibility of going to Indo-China which 

led Gauguin to settle his mind on more primitive places, His 

Theo van Gogh (April, 1890)s 

Then I shall go to Madagascar, buy a small mud hut 
there and enlarge it myself, industrious sculptor 
th~ t I am. I shall live like a barbarian yeasant, 
Wi~nout worries about money I shall be able to work 
there at my art as I have not yet ever been able to 
do ••• I expect to send you from ~adagascar beau­
tiful new things, done with great care, as there I 
shall have models free of charge every day, I shall 
not produce many pictures, but what I do will be 
closely knit, complete,7 

The preoccupation with financial details and the em­

phasis on his self-definition as a 'savage' are constant 

6 Gauguin, Paul, Intimate J ournals (Bloomingtons Indiana 
University Press, 1968), pp. 221-222, 

7Rewald, John, Post Imnressionism (New Yorks Museum of 
Modern Art, 1956), p. J88, 
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characteristics of Gauguin's letters of the period. To 

these two traits can be added his personal search for pure 

forms of primitivism as he stated in this letter to Emile 

Bernard (July, 1890): 

It is true that Tahiti 1s a paradise for Europeans. 
But the trip is much more expensive because it is 
1n the South Seas. Besides, Madagascar offers many 
more possibilities as far as types, religi0n, mys­
ticism, symbolism go, There you have Indians from 
Calcutta, black tribes, Arabs, and Hovas who are 
Polynesians, Just the game, get some information 
about the voyage ••• 

Bernard was responsible for Gauguin's sudden change 

of mind after the summer of 1890. Having read Le Mariage de 

Loti, Bernard lent it to Gauguin, who was initially very 

skeptic about the veracity of Loti's Tahitian exploits. It 

was only after consulting an official publication of the 

Colonial Department that he became definitively convinced 

of the advisability of going to the South Pacific. 9 In a 

letter to Schuffenecker, he stated his hopes as follows 

(Brittany, summer 1890): 

I have a booklet published by the Colonial Department 
which gives a great deal of information about life in 
Tah1t1. Marvelous country where I should like to 
finish my life with all my children. I shall see 
later about having them follow me. There is in Paris 
a Society for Colonization which provides free pas­
sages ••• I only live in the hope of this promised 
land; de Haan, Bernard, and I, and possibly later my 
family, With work and will power we can form there 

8Gauguin, Paul, Lettres de Gaumiin a sa femme et a ses 
.ill!!!.§ (Paris: Grasset, 1946), p. 198 

9ttenrlltue, L. et al., Les colonies frarn;aises, Paris, 
1889. 



a hale and hearty little circle, for you know that 
Tahiti is the healthiest country that exists ••• 
The future of -0ur children is pretty black ••• 
--even with some money--in this rotten and mean 
Europe ••• But the Tahitians, happy inhabitants 
of the unexplored paradises of Oceania, know only 
the sweet aspects of life. For them to live is to 
sing and to love. Here is food for thought f~O 
Europeans who complain about their existence. 
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This idealized conception of the Tahitian environ­

ment found a complement in Gauguin's confessed urge for es­

cape. A man without roots, wandering was his fate. In an 

1nterv1ew to the Echo de Paris of February 23, 1891, he men­

tioned this element of escape and stressed its connection 

with the creation of a new form or art: 

The reason why I am leaving is that I wish to live 
in peace and to avoid being influenced by our ci­
vilization. I only desire to create a simple art. 
In order to achieve this, it is necessary for me to 
~teep ~y~clf in v1~;1n n~tu~:, to ~cc n~ ono b~t 
savages, to share their life and have as my sole 
occupation to render, Just as children would do, 
the images of my own brain, using exclusively the 
means offered by primitive art, which are the only 
true and valid ones.ll 

Officially, in his contacts with the higher sphe'es 

of the Establishment, Gauguin defined the obJect of his voy­

age in different terms. Writing to the Minister of Fine 

Arts on March 15, shortly before his departure, he gave the 

following explanation of his intent: 

Monsieur le Ministre, 
I desire to go to Tahi t i in order to paint there 

a series of pictures repres enting the country whose 

10Rewald, John, op. cit., p. 449 

- 11nanielsson, Bengt, op. c i t., p. 21. 



character and light I have the ambition to explore. 
I have the honor to ask you to be gracious enough 
to entrust me with a mission ••• which, though 
without a salary, would nevertheless, through the 
advantages perta1n1ng to it, facilitate my studies 
and my transportation.12 

The failure of the first experience in Tahiti led 

Gauguin to abandon his plans of settlement 1n the tropics 

and return to France and civilization; the process had a 

close resemblance to his previous attempt to settle in 

Panama. His letter of June 12, 1892, addressed to the 

Minister of Fine Arts, represents, in a way, an answer to 

the illusory expectations of his anterior letters--the ad­

mission of his defeat. 

Monsieur le Ministre, 
At my request you were kind enough to entrust 

me with a mission in Tahiti, to study the customs 
arid scene.cy of tl,e J.. bl&ncl. I hopt: -Ll1a t u:µon my 
return you will Judge my works favorably. But no 
matter how economical one is, life in Tahiti is 
very expensive and the voyage very costly. I 
therefore have the honor to request that I be re­
patriated, and rely on your benevolence to make my 
rei 1rn to France possible.13 
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In his letters to the Minister of Fine Arts Gauguin 

gives an almost geographic-scientific obJective to his South 

Pacific venture. By 'representing the country,' exploring 

its 'character and light,' and studying the 'customs and 

scenery' of Tahiti, he certainly meant the observation and 

portrayal of an environment that was still foreign to him; 

an environment which required an understanding of its 

12Rewald, John, op. cit., p. 484. 
13Ibid,, p, 520, 



characteristics by a continual immersion in the unknown-­

a process dependent on Gauguin's search for his own self. 
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Gauguin's search for the exotic and the primitive 

was accompanied by a parallel struggle for self-discovery. 

Art was the unifying element which made both efforts real. 

Gauguin found himself through his art. The exotic and primi­

tive content of his works was a product of his own creation, 

a reflection of his nature upon the canvas. Gauguin mastered 

the perception of his surrounding environment to such depth 

that his paintings became the pictorial representation of a 

new world, recreated in detail by the selective mind of the 

artist. This world, idealized as it was, remained firmly 

based on reality. A reality distilled, purified, reinvented 

by Gauguin rs crea~ive power. 

The Pacific art of Gauguin 

Gauguin arrived in Tahiti with some knowledge of the 

enviro~~ent in which he was going to live. This knowledge, 

idealized as it was, had been gleaned from the reading of two 

books: a novel by Pierre Loti, and an official publication 

of the Colonial Department. Both sources depicted the island 

in romanticized terms, according to the traditional South Seas 

mythical image popularized in Europe since the time of the 

voyages of exploration. Besides this information of literary 

character, Gauguin also possessed in his background a perso­

nal experience of tropical milieus, acquired during his trips 

to Rio de Janeiro, Panama, and Mart1n1que. 
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The expectations nurtured by Gauguin concerning the 

island environment, underwent a severe shock when the painter 

came in contact with the Tahitian reality. The Westernized 

atmosphere of Papeete shocked him and he was especially 

disgusted with the degree of acculturation presented by the 

natives inhabiting the capital and its surroundings. In 

both of his stays in Tahiti, Gauguin avoided the cosmopoli­

tan environment of Papeete and settled in districts which, 

although influenced by things Western, still retained a 

slow-paced and semi-primitive way of life. He lived from 

1891 to 1893 in Mataiea, on the south coast of the island. 

During h1s second stay, from 1895 to 1901, a need for occa­

sional cornmunication with Papeete led him to choose a loca­

tioi'l. uf t::c3.SH:iJ. &.e,<.,E::::,Sl 11li 1.,y t o t ht! c1 -Ly, ~mcl he &E::t-tl~d. 1.n 

Punaauia, on the island's west coast. 

Gauguin's artistic production relating to Pacific 

themes exists in the form of 011, drawings, water colours, 

woodcuts and sculptures. Drawings and water colours were 

primarily used as sketches and preliminary studies for the 

composition of 011 paintings. Woodcuts and sculptures, an 

important part of Gauguin's Pacific work, were usually made 

during periods of poor health , when his ability to paint 

inevitably decreased. The oil paintings, by reason of their 

power of environmental visual ization, their profusion in 

number, and their popularity , will be the focus of this 

exam1nat1or .• 
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Gauguin's works of the Tahitian phase and, later, 

the ones created in the Marquesas, reflect not only artistic 

conceptions of a personal nature but also constitute a clear 

testimony of his preference for specific subJects of artis­

tic representation. 

Gauguin was not a landscape painter and consequently 

was not interested in portraying the Tahitian and Marquesan 

environments with photographic exactitude. Although deeply 

concerned with, and even dazzled by, the elements of the is­

land landscape, Gauguin generally used them as a setting for 

a given human situation. The green wilderness of the moun­

tain slopes, the shady interior of the rain forest, the deep 

blue of the Tahitian lagoon, or the cliffs of the Marquesan 

coaots wt::le f11;:ver 1,iie cen1-ral theme of any of his works. 

Nor was he interested in painting extensive plantations, 

eminent French officials or anonymous Chinese merchants. 

Gauguin was more interested in the native human element. His 

paintings show the natives in every situation of their every­

day life and, most important, stress the balance of their 

relations to the environment. 

There are three maJor divisions according to which 

the thematic basis of Gauguin's Pacific works can be classi­

fied: a) human subJects, b) landscapes, and c) mythological 

representations. 

Gauguin's interest in human subJects was of primary 

importance in his art. He was eager to learn and adopt na­

tive ways as a means of reaching a deeper understanding of 
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the nature of primitivism. This understanding he even­

tually transposed to the canvas. His Tahitian and Marquesan 

works, especially the later ones, are not studies in pic­

turesque exoticism; they go beyond that level and attain a 

quality that can be defined as 'eternal.' As remarked by 

John Rewald, "Gauguin recorded the life around him with an 

eye to the permanent and the significant."14 Details with­

out importance were discarded in favour of elements bearing 

permanent value, He painted people 1n the most typical situ­

ations of their day-to-day existence, working, playing, 

chatting, bathing in the streams. and endowed his paintings 

with a mysterious and unmoving charm which is a reflection of 

the Polynesian character. 

landscapes. They portray a tropical environment whose ele­

ments are reduced to their essential forms in order to com­

pose an adequate background for a certain human situation. 

Mountains and rivers; forests and open fields; lagoons, reefs, 

and beaches; sea and sky; human habitations and domesticated 

animals; these and other elements do not exist independently 

of the human being. In Gauguin's paintings, the human being 

gives meaning and purpose to the physical environment. 

Gauguin creates a stage where his actors unconsciously play 

a situation predetermined by him. Geographically speaking, 

- 1~ewald, John, op. cit., p. 532, 
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the microcosm is complete. It has all the characteristics 

of the real places, which they represent. Avoiding super­

naturalist, scientific accuracy, Gauguin conveys pictorial 

delineations of environmental elements which are both realis­

tic and geographically correct. In this sense, it is pos­

sible to say that Gauguin's pictures are faithful render­

ings of late nineteenth-century rural Tahitian milieus. 

Also part of Gauguin's Pacific output are canvases 

illustrating passages of Polynesian mythological accounts. 

Soon after his arrival in Tahiti, in 1891, he came across 

two books which immediately caught his attention. One of 

them was Jacques-Antoine Moerenhout's Voyages aux iles du 

Grand Ocean (1837); the other was Edmond de Bovis' Etat de 

by the 'Revue Coloniale' in 1855. With his imagination 

greatly enlivened by reading Polynesian mythology and cul­

ture history, Gauguin eventually created many works centering 

on famous mythological beings or depicting meaningful pas­

sages of traditional Tahitian legends. He also utilized 

Moerenhout's work as his main source of information for the 

composition of Ancien Culte Mahorie, a book which he illus­

trated with numerous drawings and water colours. 

According to Robert Goldwater, Gauguin's paintings 

represent idealized documents "in which correct details are 

merged into a whole that is meant to be the unspoiled es­

sence of tte primitive world, a world which, because it is 



111 

both symbolic and ideal, remains outside and apart from both 

the artist and the- native life it is meant to interpret." 15 

Most of Gauguin's works constitute intellectual cre­

ations: they are the product of his mind, the result of a 

personal effort to create eternal images of certain themes. 

An analysis of his paintings shows, however, that Gauguin 

did not idealize Tahitian or Marquesan life in many of his 

compositions. Although he often created edenistic scenes, 

scenes that were evocative of Polynesian life in pre­

European times, many of his works were actual representa­

tions of things he saw and experienced while in the South 

Pacific. It was the stylizing treatment given to most of 

his themes that endowed the paintings with a transcendental 

foundation on commonly experienced 'reality.' Georges 

Boudaille made an excellent and conclusive appreciation of 

this aspect of Gauguin's art in his biography of the 

painter: 

His landscapes became more real once he had trans­
posed them. They were no longer an image approach­
ing reality without ever reaching it, but became a 
perfectly homogeneous plastic equivalent of reality, 
which recreated the atmosphere experienced in a 
certain place, without attempting to reproduce it 
faithfully either in detail or in colour. Their 
truth lay in their poetry, their related tones, and 
in the harmony of their different parts, placed as 

15Goldwater, Robert, Primitivi sm in Modern Art (New 
York: Vintage, 1967[1938]), p. 106. 

• 
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they were on the canvas by the magic of Gauguin's 
talent.16 

Twelve of Gauguin's pictorial works will be briefly 

examined in this review. Their selection was made according 

to their content, date of execution, representativeness of 

the Polynesian environment and way of life, and their rela­

tive importance in the context of Gauguin's Parific output. 

Six of the works belong to the first Tahitian period (1891-

189)). "The Day of the God" dates from 1894. The other 

five works belong to the second Pacific period (1895-1903). 

1. "Tahitian Landscape" ( 1891) • 
Minneapolis Institute of Arts, Minneapolis. 

This was one of the first landscapes painted by 

Gauguin in Tahiti. Allured by the exotic charm of the 

tropical environment, he set himself to study its components 

and to give them a faithful but also poetical plastic repre­

sentation. This painting is one of the very few in which en­

vironmental elements become dom -nant and man is restricted to 

a complementary position. With a perceptive eye to charac­

teristics of the physical milieu, Gauguin painted it with 

accuracy and feeling. In the background, the eroded mountain 

slopes remain partially in the shade whereas the grass fields 

in the foreground are bathed by the sun with intense bright­

ness. Between them, giving equilibrium to the composition, 

16 
Boudaille, Georges, op. cit., p. 178. 
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is a cluster of trees and shrubs. Gauguin painted them with 

a greater concern £or suggesting their exuberant tropicality 

than with conveying details of botanical exactitude. Coco­

nut trees emerge, their leaves trembling against a trans­

parent sky. To the right, one of the many small rivers of 

the island gives continuity to the line of trees. Amidst 

this environmental exuberance, following the red-earthen 

path, a man dressed in a loin-cloth carries a bundle of ripe 

bananas and other fruits. Covering his head, to protect him 

from the sun, a straw hat. To the left, in the fields, a 

dark animal stands alone. The composition communicates 

warmth and tranquility. Gauguin gave it a static quality 

that is synonymous of a scene many times repeated. Allusions 

typical Tahitian scene as it was witnessed by Gauguin and 

transposed to the canvas with sensitivity and precision. 

2. "Street 1n Tahiti" (1891). 
Museum of Art, Toledo, Ohio. 

This is another composition in which the environment 

plays a fundamental part. In this painting, however, the 

human element enJoys a more important position and creates 

a mood of its own. The scene is dominated by the towering 

mountains of Tahiti, portrayed with attention to their cap­

ricious geomorphology. Below them, and semi-hidden by the 

lush vegetation, the lagoon occupies the geometric center 

of the picture, being almos t touched by the road, which 
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advances in linear perspective. The foreground is occupied 

by the street its~lf and a hut, to the right. The street's 

surface is earthen and partially covered with grass. The 

hut, common to late nineteenth century Polynesia, shows the 

influence of Western ways, although its building materials 

are taken from the island environment, Sitting on the por­

tico, legs crossed and deep in thought, a Tahitian woman as­

sumes a typical Polynesian mood. She appears to be contem­

plating the intangible. Two women walking along the road, 

dressed in their 'Mother-Hubbards' and wearing straw hats, 

are a reminder of changes 1n Tahitian costumes after a cen­

tury of Western contact. The horse, also brought by the 

Western colonizers, complements the picture of a Tahitian 

J. "Te Poipoi-Morning' ( 1892). 
Charles s. Payson Collection, New York. 

Here is a painting whose main interest is the depic­

tion of the perfect interaction of man and nature in the 

Tahitian environment. The central point of the composition 

1s occupied by a meandering stream, which also divides the 

picture into two more or less balanced parts. In the fore­

ground, crouched and with her dress raised to the waist, a 

woman bathes. The naturalness of her attitude reveals the 

ordinary gestures of a daily habit. Across the stream, on a 

sandy beach, a woman stands by herself, with her breasts un­

covered, a~parently preparing herself for a bath. The sur­

rounding ervironment shelters the two characters, offering 
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them intimacy and restful tranquility, It is an ordered, 

stylized environment, which nevertheless expresses the idea 

of tropical exuberance with great strength. This is one of 

the canvases in which Gauguin best portrayed the Polynesian 

custom of morning ablution in the fresh water streams of 

high volcanic islands, Without being an Edenic scene, it 

reveals man and his environment as a single unit and shows an 

aspect of native life as it still existed in the Tahiti of 

the turn of the century. 

4. "Landscape with Peacock" ( 1892). 
Pushkin Museum, Moscow. 

A flamboyant landscape, "Landscape w: th Peacock" 

stands between two poles: geographical and social realism 

is Polynesian as far as its main elements go. In the fore­

ground, a man with an axe cuts the fallen branch of a tree. 

On the left, the two peacocks tt,t give name to the composi­

tion are kept at a distance, probably due to the rhythm of 

the man's movements. Behind them, a fire burns. In the 

path that leads to the hut, two women apparently talk, facing 

each other. Dominating the scene, a luxuriant mass of vege­

tation encircles the domestic micro-environment, separating 

it from the steep mountains that emerge 1n the background, 

Gauguin presents here an idealized representation of the 

Tahitian milieu. This idealization 1s intentional and relies 

exclus1vel:r on his painting techniques, on his use of colour 
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trayed. The comp0£1t1on is highly decorative and Gauguin 

carried this purposeful stylization to an extreme degree of 

refinement. The overall effect conveyed by the scene is 

that of an earthly paradise, even though this Golden Age 

is already polluted by the presence of a steel axe and mis­

sionary-introduced clothes. Despite its stylization, the 

basis for the creation of the painting was found in real 

scenes that Gauguin witnessed in his day-to-day existence 

in Tahiti. 

5. "The Siesta" (1893) 
Ira Haupt Collection, New York. 

"The Siesta" is one of the most expressive composi-

house, four women spend together the first hours of the af­

ternoon. They are protected from the sun but nevertheless 

involv din the warm atmosphere that impregnates the island. 

It 1s a moment of relaxation, filled with indolent gestures, 

quiet talk, gossips, and refreshing dozes. In spite of the 

changes introduced in their lives through the action of 

alien agents, the Tahitians are here portrayed in one of the 

typical habits they inherited from their pre-colonial ances­

tors. The result is an interesting mixture of the old and 

new, a moment of intimate native life captured with percep­

tion by Gauguin. The emphasis on flat areas and clearly 

defined lines is part of the application of his Synthetist 

and Clo1sonn1st techniques to the portrayal of a Tah1t1an 
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theme. Also of extreme originality is the disposition of 

the figures on th~ canvas, especially the girl in the fore­

ground, whose pose expresses grace and exquisite charm. 

"The Siesta" emanates a feeling of repose and tranquility 

which is the essence of the main theme. 

6. "Pastoral es Tahi tiennes" ( 1893) • 
Hermitage Museum, Leningrad 

An idealized, carefully studied composition, 

"Pastorales Tahitiennes" reveals Gauguin in one of his mo­

ments of reverie, trying to recreate in images the state of 

perfect beauty and happiness of a Tahiti that never existed, 

The dream of a Golden Age is here presented in a Tahitian 

setting, whose stylization Gauguin purposely undertook. In 

equilibrium of a single, dream-bound ecosystem. Behind the 

capriciously designed tree, two women live moments of a 

daily life in a state of bliss. In the foreground, assuming 

a relaxed but nevertheless, protective attitude, a dog 

watches. He is the guardian of this earthly paradise, de­

fending its purity against the intruding of aliens. The 

composition exhales quietness and repose, a feeling which is 

enhanced by the static attitude of the main characters. It 

also communicates a sense of musicality, music that comes 

from the flute played by one of the women and which lives 

transposed in the lines and angles defining the picture. The 

use of flat areas of pure colour is another example of 
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Gauguin's Synthetist and Cloisonnist techniques, inherited 

from his passion for Japanese art. "Pastorales Tahitiennes" 

was one of Gauguin's favourite works. 

7, "Mahama no atua-The Day of the God" (1894). 
Art Institute, Chicago, 

This composition dates from the stay of Gauguin in 

Paris, after his return to France in August, 1893, "The 

Day of the God," as the preceding ''Pastoral es Tahi tiennes," 

1s also an idealized rendition of a Tahitian scene. All its 

elements were combined by Gauguin to create an allegory to 

the mysteries of South Seas religion and mythology. The pro­

cess of stylization of pictorial motifs attains here one of 

its highest points. On the Tahitian shore, a group of na-

to make offerings and to worship their God. Assuming dif­

ferent attitudes, they give expression to their inner feelings 

each in his own way. Allusions to the cycle of life and 

death are present both in the foreground and in the back­

ground, perhaps as a prelude to the theme that Gauguin would 

develop years later, in the great masterpiece and spiritual 

testament of his life: "Where do we come from? What are we? 

Where are we going?" (1897). Water, the element originator 

of life, dominates the picture . It is present in the strenge­

ly designed pond in the foreground, perhaps an allegory to 

the puzzle of human existence, and 1n the vase expanse of sea 

and surf that appears 1n the background. The idol 1s Taaroa, 
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ever, without any ~thnographic realism, being an exclusive 

product of Gauguin's imagination. The local Polynesian 

colour conveyed by the painting is introduced in the pre­

sence of the natives in their exotic clothes and postures, 

the pandanus tree to the left of the idol, the surf break­

ing on the beach, and the mountains in the background, all 

depicted under a radiant tropical light. 

8. «Eiaha oh1pa-Do not work" (1896). 
Hermitage Museum, Leningrad. 
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This is another painting depicting a stereotyped as­

pect of the Tahitian way of life which is thoroughly familiar 

to most readers of South Sea stories. In the interior of a 

hu~, a wan aucl a worna11 b!Hrnd d. day in iulenes::., refus..1.ng to 

commit themselves to unnecessary or superfluous work. Sur­

prised in a moment of inward reflection, they are bound to­

gether by the same feeling and the same attitude towards 

work. In the coolness of their hut, they find shelter from 

the heat and light that set the outside world on fire. Their 

faces and the posture of their bodies express a sensuous 

indolence which is inherent to the stereotyped Polynesian 

character. The cat, in the foreground, and the dog, in the 

background, participate in the scene by accentuating its at­

mosphere of passivity and torpor, The pervading mood is one 

of silence and repose, effects that Gauguin attained with 

unsurpassed felicity. 
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9. "Why are you angry?" (1896). 
Art Institute, Chicago. 

Returning to the depiction of a domestic native 

scene, Gauguin created once more a poetical yet realistic 

portrait of late nineteenth century rural Tahitian life. 

Realistic elements are found in the hut which dominates the 

picture's background, with its windowless walle of round 

bamboo canes and its roof of coconut palm leaves. The same 

care with realistic description was taken in the composition 

of the yard, including its domestic animals and plants. The 

center of interest of the painting rotates, however, around 

human beings and human feelings. Of the six women portrayed 

on the canvas, only the ones in the foreground are directly 

involved in the picture's thematic 'raison d'etre.' The old 

woman sitting by the door is Just an observer and the ones 

on the right do not take any active part in the scene itself; 

they are mere complementary preRences. The theme of anger was 

here treated by Gauguin as part of the essence of human na­

ture. Its occurrence in a Tahitian setting only gives addi­

tional colour and exoticism to an emotion that is inherent 

to the human condition. 

10. "Tahitian women with mango blossoms" (1899). 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. 

With this composition Gauguin makes a tribute to the 

exotic beauty of the Polynesian woman, whose grace and in­

nate elegance he incessantly praised 1n his writings from 

the South Seas. A perceptive observer of human subJects, 
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Gauguin was the first great painter to portray the physical 

features of the Poiynesians with anthropological accuracy. 

He refused to present the Tahitians according to the stereo­

typed image of the 'noble savage,' as his precedent colleagues 

often did. Both in Tahiti and in the Marquesas, his paint­

ings reveal a human dimension which is often universal, un­

bound by barriers of race or culture, even when, through 

idealization or allegory, he molded the Polynesian reality 

to suit his artistic purposes. In "Tahitian women with mango 

blossoms" Gauguin created an archetype of Polynesian female 

beauty and immortalized the charm and mystery of the 

Tahitian woman in world painting. 

11. "Rupe Rupe-Picking Fruit'' ( 1899). 
Herm1tPee ~useum, len1ngr2d. 

"Rupe Rupe" belongs to the so-called 1 cycle of 

Faa Iheihe,' an important composition which Gauguin painted 

in 1898, shortly after he attempted suicide. To the same 

cycle also belongs ~Te Avae no Maria," painted in 1899. Op­

timism again permeated Gauguin's thoughts and this inner 

feeling found expression in his art. "Rupe Rupe" is a good 

example of idealized rendition of a Tahitian scene. The 

Tahitian environment 1s here portrayed 1n a stylized and de­

corative manner, according to the idea of an earthly paradise. 

Four natives are seen, together, under the trees. Picking 

fruits and flowers, assuming reposeful attitudes, they sym­

bolize human existence in a state of bliss. Three themes 

pervade the compos1tionz fertility, represented by the 
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fruits and flowers; harmony and gentleness in human relations; 

and happiness 1n its purest form. Man and nature are de­

picted here 1.n close and harmonious rapport. A feeling of 

serenity emanates from every element of the composition. 

Gauguin intended this painting as the representation of an 

ideal scene, without parallels with common reality. 

12. "The Call" (1902). 
Cleveland Museum of Art, Cleveland. 

"The Call" is one of the most important paintings of 

Gauguin~ Marquesan period. It is also an idealized composi­

tion, full of symbolism and poetry. The canvas is dominated 

by the figures of two mysterious women. They stand quietly, 

close to one another, in static positions. Next to them, 

The environment which surrounds them is pastoral and visually 

relaxing. The vegetation 1s portrayed in highly stylized 

patterr ,, with studied application of sophisti~ated colours 

and lines. The idea of paradise still persists in "The Cal~' 

but the feeling of happiness is here a vanishing one. The 

overall 1mpress1on emanating from the composition is one of 

melancholy and decay: an allegory, perhaps, to the decline 

of the Marquesan people, physically and culturally affected 

by the white man's ways. 

Gauguin's South Sea writings 

Gauguin left an important legacy in written form. 

His writings cover a wide variety of subJects and reveal 
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special importance for a better understanding of h.l.s pic­

torial art. 
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Gauguin, as a man and as an artist, was extraordi­

narily ahead of his time. Anti-Establishment at heart, he 

led a constant philosophical fight against the oppressive 

forces of society. Defending free love and the emancipation 

of women, pacifist, anti-Army, and anti-Church, anti­

colonialist with conviction, he ended his life championing 

the rights and the freedom of the Polynesians, a conquered 

and, at the time, van1sh1ng people. 

There were three maJor written works left by 

Gauguin which developed South Sea themes: Anc1en Culte 

~~h9T:J~ , Noa Noa . and Avan t et Anres r T0 t~es ~ t~tles 

should be added works of a differ ent nature that were writ­

ten during his soJourn in the South Pacific. They are: 

Cahier pour Aline, L'esprit moder 1e et le cat holic1sme, and 

Racontars de Rapin. Finally, very important for their anal­

ysis of colonial pol1t1cs and social life are the articles 

he wrote for Le Sourire and Les Gu enes. 

Ancien Culte Mahorie was written during Gauguin's 

first soJourn in Tahiti (1892 ) . It deals wi th Tahitian 

mythology and relies strongl y on two literary sources: 

Jacques-Antoine Moerenhout's Voya~es aux iles du Grand Oc~an 

(1837), and Edmond de Bovis' Etat de la Soc1ete Tahitienne 

a l'arr 1vee des Europeens (1855) . Gauguin was particularly 
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interested in Moerenhout's account, which he often copied, 

using the exact phraseology of the original text. The work 

was eventually adorned with numerous drawings and water 

colours depicting mythological deities and meaningful pas­

sages of the written account. It is possible that Gauguin 

did not intend the work to be published, since the original 

manuscript was kept by him until the end of his life. 

Ancien Culte Mahorie was utilized by Gauguin as a 

source of information for the composition of certain pas­

sages of Noa ~oa. The latter work was written in 1893-1894, 

during Gauguin's stay in France. It was intended as an ac­

count of his two-year soJourn in Tahiti and comprised of 

descriptions of the island environment, scenes of the native 

The work developed with the collaboration of Charles Morice, 

who was supposed to contribute poems to enhance and illus­

trate the text. Morice, however, overdid his part in thE 

collaboration and altered the original account to a great 

extent. Published by the 'Revue Blanche' in 1887, and 

finally, as a book, in 1901, Noa Noa profoundly disappointed 

Gauguin, who saw in its pages much unauthentic authorship. 

Several subsequent editions of the book suffered from the 

same problem. It was only in 1966 that a definitive version 

of Noa Noa was finally published, faithfully based on 
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Gauguin's original account, 17 

Avant et Apres is a collection of thoughts and mem­

ories covering several phases of Gauguin's life, It was 

written a few months before his death, in the Marquesas, and 

sums up much of Gauguin's views on life, art, and mankind. 

The book 1s particularly interesting for its account of 

Gauguin's life in Hiva-Oa, since Noa Noa covers only his 

Tahitian experiences between 1891 and 1893, Avant et Apres 

was written in a very dramatic period, when Gauguin faced 

problems of health and became involved in several conflicts 

with the religious and political authorities on the island. 

The text shows this inner struggle for survival with Justice 

and honour. Gauguin states clearly what his thoughts are, 

characteristic of his style. This was the last important 

literary contribution that he gave to the world. 

Apart from the three maJor works mentioned above 

Gauguin left other written documents of interest, although 

most of them are not directly concerned with his life in the 

Pacific. Cahier pour Aline was written during Gauguin's first 

stay in Tahiti (1892). As with Avant et Apres, it deals with 

Gauguin's philosophy of life and his views on society. Water 

colours also illustrate the text. The original manuscript, 

kept by the 'B1bl1otheque d'Art et d'Archeolog1e' of Paris, 

17Gauguin, Paul, Noa Noa (Paris· A. Balland, 1966), 
edited by Jean Lo1ze. 
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was never published except for a facsimile edition prepared 

in 1963 by the museum's curator, Suzane Damiron. 

L'espr1t moderne et le catholicisme is a work in 

essay form dealing with Gauguin's views on religion. It 

dates from 1902, although it was actually inspired by an 

earlier attempt on the same topic, L'eglise catholigue et 

les temns modernes, which Gauguin wrote in 1897 and left 

unfinished. The original manuscript is presently kept by 

the Art Museum of Sa~nt Louis, U.S.A. 

Racontars de Rapin are notes on Art written in 

1902, when Gauguin was established in Hiva-0a, in the 

Marquesas. Due to its satirical style and frequent allu­

sions to some well-accepted painters of the day, the paper 

Vv&S r t:.L1..t8 E:d !-'ll b:i.. .i.(,tl t .i.uH uy tile ' i,i ercure de France I still 

during Gauguin's lifetime. It finally came to be published 

in 1951, under the auspice of Mme. A. Joly-Segalen. 

Gaugui n's Journalis t ic a tivities in Tahiti were 

centered around two papers: Le Sourir~ and Les Guepes. 

The former was founded by Gauguin himself; the latter was 

owned by Fran9ois Cardella, Mayor of Papeete and President 

of the Tahitian Catholic Party . Le Souri r e had a short ex­

istence. It was founded by Gauguin in August, 1899, and 

ran with littl e commercial success until April, 1900. From 

this time on, Gauguin dec ided to concentrate his attention 

on the writing of articles fo r Les Guepes, not only because 

it was financially more rewarding but also due to the larger 

receptivity of Cardella's paper among the Tahitian readers, 
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His contribution to Les Guepes lasted until August, 1901, 

when he departed for the Marquesas. Gauguin found in Jour­

nalism the perfect medium for making public his discontent 

with the critical political and economic situation which the 

French colony was facing at the time. Cardella and Gauguin 

had many common adversaries and their Journalistic pact 

proved rewarding for both. Although Gauguin was anti-church, 

his relative economic dependence on Cardellas forced him to 

compromise and, at least temp orarily, supress his religious 

opinions from the articles published. In Gauguin's articles 

of Le Sourire and Les Guenes one finds a sharp but often 

emotional review of Tahitian politics. Gauguin's involve­

ment in his task was deep and sincere, and he never lost a 

chance to expose the poli tica.L corruption prevalent J.n l,iie 

Tahitian colonial government of the time. The natives had 

his sympathy and he often defended them against the abuses 

of the European class. 

Besides this legacy of an artistic, philosophic and 

political nature, an exceedingly important part of all in­

formation concerning Gauguin 's life in the South Seas stems 

from his correspondence with his wife and some of his 

European fr i ends. The letters written by him are open docu­

ments to the examination of hi s personality and his most in­

timat e thoughts . They a lso give a valuable insight into the 

real conditions of his everyday life 1n Tah1t1 and in the 

Marquesas, since most of them wer e written in a frank and 

unsophisticated way. 
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PLATE XII 11The Call 11 (1902) 
~ 
c.o 

Cleveland Mu.;eum of Art, Cleveland. 



CHAPTER V 

STEVENSON AND GAUGUIN COMPARED 

To compare Robert Louis Stevenson and Paul Gauguin 

in terms of their human and artistic dimension is a task 

that perhaps has never been attempted. However, similarities 

and differences between the two artists call for more atten­

tion, not only from literary critics and art historians, but 

also from other scholars concerned with the impact of the 

nineteenth century Pacific on European popular and scholarly 

thinking. 

Stevenson and Gauguin on the human and professional levels: 

A) Age; B) Health; C) Temperament/Personality; and D) Artis­

tic career. Categories A, B, an 1 C show patterns of great 

similarity between the two artists. Category D, although 

with one point of historical parallelism, shows essentially 

different develo~mental patterns. 

A) Age: 

Gauguin and Stevenson lived in the same historical 

perio~: the second half of the nineteenth century. Gauguin 

was born 1n 1848 and Stevenson in 1850. Stevenson died in 

1894, at the age of 44. Gauguin outlived him to see the 

turn of the century; he died in 1903, at the a ge of 54. 
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Both men were influenced by the values of their time in sociai 

political and economic matters. 

B) Health: 

''Health" also establishes a point of parallelism bet­

ween the two artists, although the nature of their individual 

problems was essentially different. 

Stevenson was a sickly and delicate person from early 

childhood. This state of permanent frailty led his parents 

to build a protective micro-environment around him. In 

time, this artificial milieu proved a fertile ground for the 

creation of his first fantasies, which were later developed 

into universally accepted works of fiction. Gauguin, on the 

contrary, was healthy and strong during his childhood and 

adolescence and only developed health problems after his 

first trip to Tahiti, in 1891. From then on, however, ill­

health was almost constantly a part of his life. 

Stevenson's years in the Pacific led to improvenents 

in his health, perhaps due to the mild characteristics of the 

South Pacific environment. Gauguin's Pacific years show an 

opposite trend. Destitute, isolated from his artistic 

milieu, and in permanent conflict with the French colonial 

class, he developed health problems that ultimately led him 

to death. 

Stevenson and Gauguin's diseases were different in, 

nature. Stevenson's illness, tuberculosis, manifested itself 

in his adolescent years and became forever a part of his 
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physical and psychological self. Gauguin's disease, syphi-

lis, was contracted at the end of his stay in Paris, in 1885. 

Its development damaged his eyesight and aggravated the heal­

ing of his ankle, broken in the incident at Concarneau, 

Coupled with heart problems manifested since 1892 and the ex­

cesses of Gauguin's late years, it considerably shortened 

his life. 

In both Stevenson and Gauguin's case, health prob­

lems impaired the rhythm and amount of their artistic produc­

tion to a degree beyond estimation. 

C) Temperament/Personality: 

The point of mutual convergence between the personali­

ties of Gauguin and Stevenson is their drive towards escape. 

This escapism is acutely sensed in the content and nature of 

their works. 

Gauguin and Stevenson had complex, often contradic­

tory pLrsonalities, Both were emotional, exuberant men. 

Both were self-centered and defended their own artistic view­

points with determination. Stevenson, the Scot, was, by 

taste and by temperament, French. His passion for French 

literature and civil1zat1on lasted throughout his life. 

Gauguin, a Frenchman by birth, was primarily a lover of 

"primitive natures.'' His temperament, however, was charac­

teristically Gallic 1n a vivacious and mercurial way. Out­

side artistic matters, one of Stevenson's great concerns 
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was his own health, around which his life and the attention 

of the members of pis family permanently centered. In 

Gauguin's case, the great concern of his late years was pau­

city of money, from which he suffered throughout his artis­

tic career. M 

D) Artistic career: 

Stevenson's literary career began early in his life, 

when he created his first short stories. Fr0m then on, his 

works grev' in artistic quality to the level of literary mas­

terpieces in his later years. Gauguin's career as a painter 

started comparatively late. His first amateur attempts were 

in 1871, when he was already twenty-three. 

The year 1883 was by coincidence of great significance 

in the careers of Stevenson and Gauguin. In that year, 

Gauguin resigned his position as a stockbroker and turned 

completely to the world of art. In 1883, Stevenson became 

internationally famous as the author of Treasure Island, ~is 

first artistic and popular success. 

From 1883 onwards the trend of their careers took op­

posite directions. Gauguin, i nitially a successful stock­

broker, became a misunderstood and reJected painter. 

Stevenson, at first a semi-obscure author, became worldly fa­

mous as a fiction writer. 
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Gauguin and Stevenson in the South Pacific 

Gauguin and Stevenson visited the Pacific in the same 

decade. Stevenson was the first to arrive (1888) and stayed 

in the area until his death (1894). Gauguin came twice to 

the Pacific. His first stay in Tahiti lasted from 1891 to 

1893. His second stay, beginning in Tahiti and concluding 

in the Marquesas, lasted from 1895 to 1903. 

Different motives brought the two artists to the 

South Seas. Stevenson came with the intent of making a six­

month cruise to improve his health and to collect first-hand 

material on island life for his future works. The temporary 

character of his first soJourn evolved into a permanent stay 

when he came to believe tha t few other places in the world 

offe,._~a d him t et -;;er coucl.J.. tio1is o.r life Lt1a.i1 Sar11 uc1. Gauguin 

went to Tahiti in order to escape from the financial strain 

of European life and to make cl ose contact with primitive cul­

tures ad exotic environment s. His ultimate purpose was to 

create a new art, derived from the observation and synthesis 

of a different physical and cul t ural milieu, 

Prior to 1888, Stevens on had been influenced by 

Herman Melville and Charles Warren Stoddard in the process of 

developing his own imagery of South Pacific environments. 

However, his extensive travels in Polynesia and Micronesia 

eventually provided him with per sonal ways of observing and 

describing the Pacific macrocosm--an asset of which he took 

exceptional advantage in t he writi ng of his novels and short 

stor1 es. G augu1n, on the other hand, was not acquainted w1 t'1 
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the works of Melville and Stoddard, which had not yet been 

translated into Fr~nch. His literary source of information 

on the Pacific had been Pierre Loti's Le Mariage de Loti, a 

book of which he did not think very highly. 

Stevenson's Pacific output comprised novels, short 

stories, travel sketches, and works of a Journalistic and 

political nature. Stevensonian South Seas fiction remained 

faithful to the romantic tradition of "Paradise literature" 

which had Melville and Stoddard among its most highly re­

puted members. However, the excellent level of Stevenson's 

prose places him beyond comparison with any of the other 

authors belonging to the same 'school,' with the exception of 

Herman Melville. 

drawings, water colours, sculptures and works of prose. His 

art is an intellectual art--a personal restructure of exper­

iences and environmental percepi t ons. Gauguin was also af­

fected by the South Seas romantic tradition but he did not 

yield to its influence to the same extent as Stevenson. He 

tried to develop his Polynesian imagery independently of pre­

viously explored subJects and created pictorial themes out 

of his own imagination, regulat ed by his personal standards 

of taste and artistic representation. 

Although living in the Pacific in the same decade, 

Stevenson and Gauguin never acknowledged each other's exis­

tence 1n their writings from the South Seas. They settled 

in islands thousands of miles apart, a fact which made a 
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meeting of the two artists virtually impossible. Stevenson 

visited Tahiti in }888, three years before the arrival of 

Gauguin. Gauguin, on the other hand, did not have the 

chance of visiting Samoa during his trip from France to 

Tahiti via Australia in 1891. It is probable that Gauguin 

knew of the existence of Stevenson, because by the late 

1880's and early 1890's the popularity of the Scottish writer 

had reached its peak. In his writings, however, Gauguin does 

not make any reference to Stevenson or to any of Stevenson's 

books. It seems likely that Gauguin never read any of 

Stevenson's works, including the ones on the South Seas. 

Stevenson's death, in December, 1894, found Gauguin in France. 

The event merited full coverage in the European press and it 

1q ,,nlJkely thAt G~ueuJn was un~wRrP n~ the news, His Jour­

nals, however, do not mention Stevenson. In the same fashion, 

Stevenson never acknowledged the existence of Gauguin in his · 

vast c, rrespondence from the South Seas. This can be under­

stood because Gauguin at the time was not internationally 

known. Although he enJoyed some notoriety in the Parisian 

artistic world, Gauguin was not well established as an ac­

cepted painter in his own country, where his name was invar­

iably associated with polemical artistic affairs. Stevenson's 

intermittent soJourns in France during the 1870's and 1880's 

gave him many opportunities of making acquaintances in the 

art circles of the country but it seems unlikely that he ever 

encountered Gauguin. 
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Stevenson and Gauguin: accuracy of geographical expression 

The Pacifi~-based works of Stevenson and Gauguin con­

stitute artistic representations of the South Pacific environ­

ment. They portray this environment with attention to the 

diversity of its physical and cultural components. 

As works of art, the novels of Stevenson and the 

paintings of Gauguin are self-contained worlds. They exist 

independently of all comparison with 'common reality,' undis­

turbed by the concepts of 'true' and 'false.' They are in­

tellectual creations, products of the artist's will, expres­

sions of his treatment of 1mpress1ons received and elaborated 

by his mind. 

Neither Stevenson nor Gauguin composed their works 

with pretension to geographi c acckracy. As a r tists, their 

obJective was to create works with a life of their own, 

'real' in their own right. However, these works do contain 

geographic images, portraying environmental elements in< 

personal and artistically meaningful way. The question of 

whether or not the patterns of description and/or portrayal 

used by the artist correspond to commonly perceived 'reality' 

is extremely controversial, The most reasonable assessment 

which can be made with regard to this question is that these 

works represent 'reality' as perceived and 'intentionally' 

portrayed by the artist. The metaphysical implication of this 
• 

statement is beyond refutat i on . 

The artist and the geograph~r play roles of similar 
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kindr they both appreciate and interpret environments. 

Their processes of,perceiving and interpreting are, however, 

distinct. The artist interprets a landscape subJectively 

, and analyzes its components by using the power of his sensi­

tivity and aesthetic standpoint. The geographer does it 

otherwise. His primary aim is the obJective rendering of 

the fundamental characteristics of a physical or humanized 

landscape. His thinking patters are empirical; the artist 

thinks aesthetically. The geographer strives for accuracy 

and precision in the performance of the task for which he was 

trained; the artist strives for originality and aesthetic 

perfection in the expression of his art. The geographer of­

ten relies on sophisticated technology in h1s effort to eval­

uate environmental data with scientific ri~our. The artist 

simply utilizes the means available to him or the medium in 

which he is best categorized to give form and expression to 

his creation. 

In order to determine the accuracy with which envi­

ronmental data are portrayed in a work of art it would be ne­

cessary to effect a comparative analysis between the men­

tioned work of art and correspondent works 1n the field of 

science. This effort, essential to the obtaining of any 

basic results in the analysis, would be fruitful and rewarding 

for the researcher in the sense that a certain geographical 

area would be studied and thoroughly known from both a sci­

entific and an artistic perspective. In terms of the artis­

tic or the scientific works, however, the comparison would be 
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meaningless because both works are mutually exclusive, being 

representatives of independent types of knowledge and human 

endeavour. The work of art and the work of science serve 

different purposes. They exist independently of one another 

and only complement each other on a psychological level, in 

the mind of the reader or the beholder. 

Three statements can be made with regard to the geo­

graphical content of the Pacific works of Stevenson and 

Gauguin. These statements should be seen in a comprehensive 

perspective including works related to Oceania by other cre­

ative artists: 

1, Their works express environmental images in a non­

technical, non-scientific way. They are not "unscientific," 

i;hey are ''ar1;isi;icl!' 

2. Their works are evocative of the Polynesian atmosphere, 

which, in itself, is an abstraction. They reveal the nature 

of the places portrayed without making use of detailed des 

criptions of environmental factors; 

J. Their works contain geographical information trans­

mitted unsystematically through a poetical medium: prose, 

poetry, or plastic art. 

Stevenson attempted to give to his South Sea novels 

and short stories a true regional character, a local colour 

unmixed with stereotyped views of South Sea life. His prose, 

although highly romantic, was full of realistic imagery con­

cerning Polynesian life. Certain as~ects of this purposeful 

naturalism were misunderstood and re;ected by a minor part 
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of the reading public, which expected accounts of a more 

idealized nature., 

Gauguin made a similar struggle against stereotyped 

imagery but directed his effort in an opposite direction. 

He intended to convey a true representation of Tahitian life 

by observing and assimilating its components, eventually 

transposing them to the canvas with attention to specific 

traits of a more permanent character. His paintings do not 

show environmental scenes in a photographic manner. Their 

geographical content is diluted in poetical structures and 

tones. The Tahitian atmosphere is captured in its totality 

through the studied rendition of the essential elements of 

the island's physical environment and local culture. Even 

Tahitian pictorial symbols, giving them an appearance of 

regional verisimilitude. 



CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION 

For the last two hundred years the South Pacific 

has gripped the minds of generations of men in a most fas­

cinating, illusive and delusive way. A myth has been 

created about the islands of the 'South Seas.' These is­

lands were transformed into earthly paradises by the ima­

gination of men weary of civilization, longing for escape 

from the pressures and hardships of social life, searching 

for Eden and a Golden Age. 

The d~v~lo~went of th e 'South Seas mytl1' in the core 

of Western culture and imagination was a process of creati­

vity which involved the participation and contribution of 

people with different backgrounc,, experiences and ideas. 

Since the accounts of the voyages of Wallis, Cook and 

Bougainville were first published, this myth has been con­

tinuously nourished by the work of writers, poets, travellers, 

painters, photographers, and others, through the media of 

prose, poetry, music, plastic art, theater and cinema. 

Three concepts are singularly important for the un­

derstanding of the evolution of the 'South Seas myth,' These 

are the notions of 'ethnocentrism,' 'individuality,' and 

'relativity.' 
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'Ethnocentrism' has dominated the relationship of 

the Western man wi~h the Pacific from the time of the first 

exploratory contacts to the present. This tendency is 

easily detected in the perceptions that were held of the 

new land, in the attitudes of the newcomers towards the 

physical environment of the islands visited and the native 

human element locally encountered, and, finally, in the cate­

gories of ideas and values that were established for compari­

son between 'home country' and 'new land.' This ethnocen­

trism was reflected in the way things were described and 

evaluated, always according to Western standards of taste 

and morality. On the economic and political level, ethno­

centrism coloured the expectations of the newcomers regard-

i!1g th~ p~of::. t~ -:~=..t ~. c~ld be c.. .. ,~1.lablc t~ the:r throt:.6~ t!1c 

exploitation of the territories discovered. 

The notion of 'individuality' implies that, although 

ethnocentrism characterized the physical and mental relat on­

ship of the Western man with the Pacific, human differences 

always existed as far as this relationshin 1s concerned. 

From these differences sprang a freshness and originality 

of observation that permitted each participant in the process 

to retain his own identity as an author and as a human being, 

This is particularly true in relation to Gauguin, whose works 

expressed perceptions of physical and human environments in 

a highly personal, individualistic, form. 

The 'rela ti vi ty' to which w,· refer is merely the 

negation of the absolute, o matter what we take into 
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consideration, concepts, ideas, images, these and all other 

things are valid and exist in their own right. There 1s not 

an overwhelming, absolute truth for anything related to the 

myth. What really counts are the 'essences,' essences of 

ideas, feelings, beliefs, essences of the 'already esta­

blished' in people's minds; in sum, what we accept as 'com­

mon knowledge.' The legend of the South Seas has become 

integrated into the body of beliefs that forms Western man's 

mystique. This familiarity with the myth transformed its 

components into pieces of a psychological mosaic in which 

different units are constantly springing to mind whereas 

others momentarily recede into a state of oblivion. This 

mechanism reinforces the condition of 'relativity'' inherent 

to the myth and stresses its basic antagonism to absolute 

truth. 

Artists have played an important role in the popu­

larization of the Pacific, but their influence and the con­

tent o/ their work has varied through time. Initially, be­

sides being personally and psychologically tied to academies 

and 'schools of taste,' artists had their creative freedom 

restrained by the simple fact that they were mainly draughts­

men at the service of scientists and naturalists in the 

voyages of exploration. Later, when travelling on their own 

initiative, they achieved a greater degree of artistic inde­

pendence, and rendered their impressions of places and 

peoples with more fidelity to their own artistic conceptions 

and imagination. 
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Many generations of artists came in contact with the 

Pacific before Stevenson and Gauguin settled in the area. 

From their preceding counterparts Stevenson and Gauguin re­

ceived the benefits of a varied cultural legacy, which 

served as a basis for the creation of their own imag ery of 

Pacific themes, In turn, they were to pass on a legacy that 

was to influence subsequent artists and thereby continue the 

evolution of the 'South Seas myth.' Comparatively speaking , 

Stevenson was more influenced by previ ous forms of Pacific 

artistic representation than Gauguin. In Stevenson's back­

ground we find familiarity wi th old Pacific classics as, for 

example, the Voyages of Cook, besides fictional works by 

Cooper, Marryat, Melville and Stoddard. Gauguin's only ac-

Le Mariage de Loti, and it seems improbable that he was fami­

liar with the works of Parki ns on, Hodges and Webber portray­

ing the Tahitian environment. 

In contact with the Pacific, Stevenson and Gauguin 

added a new dimension to t hei r art. The personal experience 

of new environments gave th em sensory and intellectual sup­

port for the creation of art f orms au t hentic in regional 

character, expressive of a genuine South Pacific atmosphere. 

This sensible rendering of envi ronm ental perceptions was 

conveyed, however, through Eur op eanized patterns of artistic 

representation. Although Polynesian in content, Stevenson's 

prose and Gauguin's paintings remained overwhelminrly 

European as far as form and s t ylistic devices were concerned. 
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Both Stevenson and Gauguin experienced the cultural 

influence of the 'South Seas myth.' Developing the essence 

of the myth in their works, they gave continuity to the 

flow of ideas that had originated in the diffusion of 

Pacific accounts during the eighteenth century. The maJor­

ity of twentieth century Pacific authors was, in turn, in­

fluenced by the artistic heritage left by Stevenson and 

Gauguin. This influence is still felt. 

Among the twentieth century authors intellectually 

swayed by Stevenson but who nevertheless created intensely 

personal South Seas prose are: Beatrice E. Grimshaw, A. 

Safroni-M1ddleton, Frederick O'Brien, James N. Hall, 

Charles B. Nordhoff, Robert Dean Frisbie, Robert Gibbings, 

Alain Gerbault, W1]liaM s. Stone, Ja~P~ A, Miche~er, Ja~e~ 

Ramsey Ullman, and Eugene Burdick. With the exception of 

Alain Gerbault, the authors mentioned above belong to the 

English-speaking world. To the same list shou:d be added 

the name of the most important Pacific writer of the turn of 

the century, Louis Becke, whose literary output is not only 

vast but also authentic in regional characterization. 

William Somerset Maugham and Jack London, both internation­

ally acclaimed for their European-based work, also left ex­

cellent pages of South Seas fiction. Maugham's novel A Moon 

and Sixpence, based on Gauguin 's life in Tahiti, was the 

first maJor attempt to romanticize the experiences of 

Gauguin in the South Pacific. A final literary figure 

worthy of mention is Rupert Brooke, whose short stay in 



Tahiti resulted in the composition of some of the finest 

pieces of poetry ever to be dedicated to that island. 

Gauguin did not have any successor of similar artis­

tic genius in the Pacific. He still remains today the 

greatest European painter ever to portray Pacific Island 

themes. However, among the artists who also contributed to 

Polynesian pictorial representation in the last and in the 

present centuries three names deserve special attention. 

John La Farge, contemporary of Gauguin who accompanied 

Henry Adams in his extensive cruise across the Pacific; 

Oscar F, Schmidt, who established himself in the Marquesas 

in the early part of this century; and Octave ~orillot, who 

settled in the Society Islands. New ZealanG painters, for 

usually classified and studied in a separate category. 

Through the years, Gauguin and Stevenson became 

popularly identified with the Pa'ific in contemporary 

Western consciousness. The diffusion of their works by mass 

media contributed to the expansion of their popularity and 

secured its permanence in the public mind. The strength of 

Stevenson's influence is mostly felt in the English-speaking 

world. Comparatively speaking , Gauguin's name and his art 

have a more universal appeal. As a matter of fact, the 

level of association between Gauguin and Tahiti reached such 

intensity in modern popular thought that it became possible 

to distingtish two phases of Tahitian pictorial history: the 

era before Gauguin and the era after Gauguin, Gauguin 
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recreated the 1mage of Tahiti in the eyes of the world. 

The 'South-Seas myth' remained a typical Western 

creation in the twentieth-century. In comparative terms, 

few authors of Polynesian extraction have contributed to 

'Paradise literature' and none of them won international 

fame for their works. Notable also is the nonexistence of 

highly reputed Polynesian painters. 

Cinema, theater, music and photography offered new 

frontiers to the expansion of the myth in the last decades. 

Film, television and stage productions with Pacific-centered 

plots have enJoyed good popular receptivity in most instances. 

Travel industry and tourist literature have also exploited 

the essence of the myth in worldwide publicity campaigns 

material used in their publicity advertisements stems from 

literary-artistic sources, and stresses with great emphasis 

the unspoiled character of the Polynesian environment. rhis 

commercialized representation of the South Seas, lush in 

idealized exoticism and erotic appeal, is but one example of 

the varied forms which the myth has been given in recent 

years. 

The evolution of the 'South Seas myth' started with 

the propagation of the ideas of Cook and Bouga1nv1lle about 

the Tahitian environment, and continued through the literary 

and artistic input of successive generations of visitors to 

the Pacific, shows nowadays some neN developmental trends. 

Its phase of purely art1st1c endeavour 1s now apparently 
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over, although 'Paradise literature' still enJoys a reason­

able amount of pub1ic demand. Taking advantage of the sig­

nificant degree of public cognizance regarding the romantic 

vision of the South Pacific, and relying on the efficiency 

of air transportation, tourism has made extensive advances 

in the area. Exploiting the praised amenities of the island 

milieu, publicizing native music and dances, stressing the 

exoticism of local customs and the delights of Oceanian hos­

pitality, publicity has become an energizing factor in the 

diffusion of the myth. Quite often local traditions have 

been artificially revived and objects of native material cul­

ture have been partially or totally recreated in order to 

compose a picture of 'regional authenticity,' according to 

~lie stereotyped Suuth Sed island vision. This ~rena nas oe­

come particularly marked since the end of World War II, dur­

ing which time social, economic and transportation develop­

ments in the Pacific have led tc an acceleration of the de­

mystification which Stevenson and Gauguin had already been 

able to witness in their l1fet1me. 

The present study indicates that Stevenson and 

Gauguin's contribution to the development of the 'South Seas 

myth' was permanent in character. Their artistic input 

exerted a deep influence u~on twentieth century Pacific ar­

tists and stimulated a world wide awareness of the South 

Pacific in terms of its legendary , mythical image. Although 

this was n0t their specific intent, both Stevenson and Gauguin 

left works which, by their nature , are subJect1ve 
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interpretations of Polynesian environments. This artistic 

interpretation of geographical elements has its own validity 

in the context of human knowledge. 

SubJectivity in the portrayal of physical and human 

landscapes is also inherent to some classic geographical 

works, such as the essays of Carlo. Sauer depicting the 

American scene or the monographs produced by Jean Brunhes 

and Paul Vidal de la Blache, of the 'French Regional School.' 

These authors have frequently proved that the application of 

subJective thinking to empirical work can be often extremely 

enriching, giving a basic human dimension to scientific en­

deavours. 
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