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Preface

AS MY GRANDFATHER’S LITERARY EXECUTOR, I have long held a wish to see European Vision and the South Pacific back in print. Not only did it pioneer global cross-cultural and interdisciplinary studies sixty years ago, but its ongoing importance has never diminished. I offer my deepest gratitude to the following people: Sheridan Palmer, who not only shared the dream of introducing this work to a contemporary audience but she also was the vital force in making it happen, meticulously preparing the text for publication; Greg Lehman, who, together with Sheridan, provided a magnificent introduction to this new edition; and publishers Nathan Hollier of Melbourne University Publishing and Su Baker of Art + Australia Publishing, who needed no convincing of the stature of the book and its relevance today.

I am particularly delighted that this edition sees the inclusion of a contemporary work of art: Valerie Sparks’s sublimely romantic Prospero’s Island–South West, on the cover, which deals with themes of displacement and globalisation. Valerie and I met at the Legacies of Bernard Smith symposium shortly after my grandfather’s death, and her large-scale photographic landscapes instantly resonated with me. In the intervening years, we have collaborated on a number of projects including a large scale immersive installation in my own house in which Valerie added a small owl, a veiled reference to Bernard’s leitmotif—Hegel’s Owl of Minerva, which ‘spreads its wings only with the falling of the dusk’.1

I have been reading—and re-reading—European Vision and the South Pacific all my life. With its layered analysis and meaning, it is a complex and multifaceted story that has inspired scholars, curators, artists and social commentators for more than half a century. However, Bernard never wanted to have the last word. It was his deep desire to ignite enquiry and to start a discussion—rather than close it down. He would say to me that every generation needs to write its own history, to reassess and re-evaluate based on new perspectives that emerge as a result of social and technological changes. He greatly admired his intellectual forebears and would often refer metaphorically to standing on the shoulders of giants to gain greater vision and understanding, a concept attributed to the 12th-century philosopher Bernard of Chartres.

My grandfather taught me not only how to light a campfire by rubbing twigs together but, more importantly, how to think, how to question and how to argue. He was my giant who enabled me to see far beyond what I could have seen myself, and this book—without a doubt his most magisterial work—continues to enable many others to stand on his shoulders too.

Dr Kate Challis
Bernard W. Smith’s Literary Executor
May 2022



Introduction

NATIONAL IDEOLOGIES, GLOBAL DESTABILISATION AND DIASPORAS are commonplace in today’s world, but the eighteenth century was equally an era in which established ideas of world order and cultural identity were turned upside down. Within Europe, and especially in Britain, industrialisation began to change the moral and economic fabric of society, moving the focus towards capitalist expansion. It also marked a peak in Europe’s discovery and possession of land and territories beyond its known world. Exploration, geopolitical imperialism and colonisation, accompanied by the new rationalist science, pushed projections towards hard facts rather than romantic myths. In revising this historical perspective, Bernard Smith, in European Vision and the South Pacific, shows how the ideas of the Enlightenment, its rationalist secularism and empirical structuring of scientific and geographical knowledge, especially during the voyages of discovery, affected notions of identity and cultural interchange, both for the Europeans and the Indigenous peoples with whom they came in contact. Smith’s magnum opus was a watershed in scholarship and established the basis for analysing the interconnections and the crossing of cultural boundaries between Europe and the antipodes.

In the early twenty-first century, the Australian nation continues to struggle in its resistance to recognising the intrinsic rights of its First Nations. The contribution made by Bernard Smith towards a more critical understanding of the ideological and art historical processes at play in the British imagination of how native1 peoples might, and might not, fit into its expanding empire has never been more important. Scholars of Australian art and cultural history, particularly Indigenous scholars, recognise Smith’s analysis of the shift from classical to empirical naturalism as key to exposing the foundations of ideological and visual tropes that have served to condition Australia’s perception and treatment of Aboriginal, Torres Strait Islander and Pacific Islander people to the present day.

When Smith was awarded a British Council scholarship to study at the Courtauld Institute in London in 1948, he proposed to investigate the art produced between 1788 and 1835 in colonial Australia. He had already begun contextualising Australia’s cultural heritage in his first book, Place, Taste and Tradition: A Study of Australian Art Since 1788 (1945), but when he was commissioned by the Hakluyt Society in 1949 to catalogue the artworks—some 3000 drawings and watercolours—by artists on Cook’s three voyages, his project dramatically expanded. This enabled him to reconstruct the imperial landscape as seen through the British navy’s exploration of the unchartered South Seas and, with intellectual guidance and encouragement from scholars at the Warburg Institute, he exhaustively investigated written and visual records, synthesised ideas and assembled a tableau of art that spectacularly documented the wild edges of a world hitherto unknown to Europeans.

While the Viennese art historian Ernst Gombrich claimed that ‘all art is conceptual’,2 Smith understood that not only does vision have a history, but that art is constructed and conceptually conceived. This revelation dramatically shaped his intellectual direction and understanding of the parameters of history. European Vision and the South Pacific is a product of deep and interdisciplinary research: a meditation on art, literature, science, the politics of colonisation and cultural contact. It demonstrates the centrality of vision and the relationship of art and science in understanding the historical dislocations between cultures previously insulated from each other.

During the eighteenth century, the antipodes was perceived as a region waiting to be ‘possessed and filled’. Collecting and classifying the botanical and animal world, mapping new lands and studying human beings, including documenting their material and spiritual culture, were major parts of colonial practice. This scientific and taxonomic mania for the exotic was another form of possession, but it demanded new vocabularies for identification and perceptual agencies that shifted visual practices beyond traditional tropes. Indeed, as Didi-Huberman puts it, ‘Before the image, however old it may be, the present never ceases to reshape’.3

The emerging enthusiasm of artists to develop a scientific typology of elements of landscape, nature and their interrelated constituents acted to transform perceptions of the Indigenous peoples they encountered and how these ideas were visually articulated. The ‘noble savage’ had found influence in the European imagination from its classical Arcadian roots in the writings of Homer and Hesiod, giving rise to the notion of the Golden Age. Smith deftly charts this trope and its transformations through a swathe of Western art history, including Nicolas Poussin and his influence on the French revolutionary writings of Rousseau and Chateaubriand. Critically, it was the shift from understanding Indigenous people of the South Pacific through Voltaire’s lens of l’Ingénu, who, without European prejudice, was endowed with ‘natural good sense’,4 to the emergence of a Darwinian interpretation of ‘hard primitivism’ that led to ideas of native people that were more suited to evangelical Christian notions and ‘the romantic interest in the historical origins of the northern nations of Europe’.5 European Vision and the South Pacific places such shifts against a complex interplay of Western religious, social, literary and scientific transformations and has become an essential work for scholars seeking to decolonise our current relationship with Australia’s visual history. Smith recognised that Europeans’ ways of looking at the world, propelled by their own mythologies and hegemonies, had deeply influenced Australia’s constructions of the idea of Indigenous peoples. In this way, his work ‘profoundly opened up the possibility of exchange and conceptual challenge upon which cross-cultural histories inevitably rest’.6

European Vision and the South Pacific, however, is not concerned with artistic masterpieces but with images that go beyond aesthetics. Drawings of antipodal curiosities were ‘a synthesis of science and the beautiful’, a documentary realism of ‘art in its natural and cultural context’,7 that challenged neo-classical fashions and contributed to the Romantic sublime as well as the Humboldtian notion of typical landscape. William Hodges, the artist employed on Cook’s second voyage, painted rapidly in order to capture terrifying oceanic phenomena and strange atmospheric effects or, at close quarters, the indigenous gaze of resistance to the European’s invasive presence. By ‘painting into the eye of light’,8 Hodges deconstructed aesthetic space and presaged both jmw Turner and impressionism. In the digital print Prospero’s Island–South West (2016, cover image), Valerie Sparks has created a photographic collage of Tasmania’s rugged south-west coastline that includes a reference to William Hodges’s 1773 painting of the Resolution caught in a raging storm in the Cook Strait off New Zealand’s South Island. It conveys the terrifying sublime as well as the valour narrative and epistemic form of aesthetic, geographical and intellectual colonisation. This convergence of ‘heroic action, courage and resilience’ with the ‘violence of the sea as an unforgiving force overpowering the figures’9 reflects not only the influential program of the Royal Academy’s grand manner but Hodges’s elevation of landscape painting to a level of dramatic immediacy and exotic grandeur. The influence of Smith’s European Vision and the South Pacific on Sparks’s thinking, particularly about landscape art as ‘a highly constructed and contested space’, has implications for ‘how the tropes and metaphors in such images … continue to resonate in powerful ways with our current ideas about the Pacific region’.10

Drawing was also used to negotiate with Indigenous people. James Cook and Joseph Banks drew lines in the sand with the butts of their guns to communicate possession and territory, on one occasion to demarcate the boundaries of the British encampment in Tahiti—a gesture that ‘signalled separation rather than conversation’.11 In contrast, drawing could also be a mutually productive exercise in navigation and cartography, one that led to friendship and geopolitical benefits between Cook and the Ra’iatean Tupaia. Yet if ‘truth is a negotiated outcome’ and ‘works of art might be neither defined nor misused by the politics of the day’,12 then how can we read the art of encounter, and how does contact affect cultural reception and outcomes?

The artist appointed to Cook’s third voyage, John Webber, while instructed to make ‘faithful’ drawings of ‘the new world becoming visible’, also had to satisfy wealthy connoisseurs and dilettanti, such as Joseph Banks’s circle, who eagerly sought the exotic. Webber also left potent, if unresolved, images that continue to haunt and destabilise naive and jingoistic notions of Cook as an illustrious explorer and ambassador of empire, a figure who occupies a central place in white Australia’s origin myth of discovery and foundation. His unfinished drawing Capt. Cook’s Interview with Natives in Adventure Bay, Van Diemen’s Land, January 29, 1777 is the first European picture of Tasmanian Aboriginal people. Previous visits to Tasmania, by Abel Tasman (1642), Marion du Fresne (1772) and Tobias Furneaux (1773), had yielded no visual record and documented little interaction other than a violent encounter with the French. In this drawing, introduced by Smith in his later volume, Imagining the Pacific, as ‘foreshadowing what might be described as the official Cook/Webber visual art programme for the voyage, Cook is shown by Webber meeting the local people in an atmosphere of peace and potential understanding, offering them gifts and the hope of friendship’.13 The large drawing, possibly intended as a sketch for a painting, has compositional elements in common with a later work by the artist that did emerge as a painting and engraving and that inspired the development of a pantomime that played in Paris, London and Dublin. In commemorating the death of Cook at the hands of the ‘savage’ Hawaiians, the pantomime celebrated the navigator as a tragic hero. A later painted version of the scene by Johan Zoffany was developed as ‘a monumental historical composition in the grand manner’.14 Smith observes Zoffany’s depiction of the Hawaiian antagonist as a representation of a classical Discobolus sculpture, epitomising the idealised natural perfection of the ‘noble savage’, while Cook is posed as the Dying Gaul, a symbol of sacrifice and honour. ‘Thus, the highly idealised figure of the noble savage was made to confront a figure even more noble.’15

The idea of Cook as hero has persisted and powerfully underpins Australia’s notion of its glorious beginning as a civilised nation. However, the historical reality of Cook’s death, evidenced in numerous journal entries by his officers at the time, bears little in common with the drama portrayed in the paintings or the pantomime. Cook had made a major tactical error in attempting to kidnap the Hawaiian king and, outnumbered, paid a fatal price. Through a decolonial lens, the truth of Cook’s disingenuous ploy in Hawaii, and of its elevation to heroic proportion by Webber and Zoffany, profoundly refigures Webber’s drawing of Cook’s meeting with Tasmanian Aboriginal people on Bruny Island in 1777. Rather than being an unfinished picture of peaceful generosity, it becomes a nascent symbol of self-serving imperial power in a highly contested space. The publication of European Vision and the South Pacific played a critical role in enabling such post-colonial revision, and Smith well understood the implications of his analysis, of reading ‘archives, and their inherited methods, against the grain’.16 Acknowledging key influences on his own work in a 1978 lecture to the Australian Academy of the Humanities,17 he cited Heinrich Wölfflin’s famous edict, ‘Not everything is possible at all times. Vision itself has its history, and the revelation of these visual strata must be regarded as the primary task of art history’.18

Artists associated with Arthur Phillip’s First Fleet depicted colonial settlements and land-scapes populated with strange flora, fauna and ‘native’ inhabitants. The drawing Snake, by the anonymous Port Jackson Painter, recasts the reptile within the graceful design of European taste, a Hogarthian serpentine line of beauty. When many of these drawings, and in particular those made by Cook’s artists, were copied by engravers and embellished, the new images degraded the original impressions and racialised the ‘noble savage’. The prints also stimulated popular interest in the islands of the South Seas, constructing the Pacific as an Arcadian paradise or a potential utopia waiting to be inhabited. European perception, while conspicuously culture-bound, was nevertheless affected by the Pacific, and all these examples confirmed that not only is seeing conditioned by knowing, but that art was information. Yet for Bernard Smith, it was the type of ‘knowing’ he questioned.

Colonisation also generated cultural traffic and tourist routes that created new fields for collectors and travellers. Competitive markets for ‘primitive’ and exotic artefacts facilitated the birth of private museums, and while primitivism, with its embrace of the ‘aesthetic Other’, may have offered evangelical zealots and Christian reformists a moral ‘tuning fork’, it equally challenged traditional aesthetics, which eventually led, through the ethnographic gaze, to the avant-garde’s recalibration of modernism. Yet in the 1950s, when Smith was writing European Vision and the South Pacific, little attention was given to the arts of the Pacific, as they were then considered either ‘too “primitive” or too “provincial”’.19 How dramatically this has changed. Exhibitions and scholarship on Indigenous art and Oceanic culture now challenge notions of sovereignty and revitalise contemporary art. This is particularly evident in the way artworks in Smith’s European Vision and the South Pacific ‘have been represented and reworked [and] continue or critique their original narratives’.20 For the Indigenous artist Julie Gough, such works inform her ideas and align with ‘modes of re-reading and making anew’ particularly that which she has ‘received from previous generations and sometimes across cultures’.21

As one of Australia’s most eminent art historians, Bernard Smith contributed to the foundation of and subsequent research into ethnohistorical and postcolonial enquiry concerning cultural contact between Europe and the Pacific region. Since European Vision and the South Pacific was first published sixty-two years ago, there has been an escalation of interest in both Indigenous culture and the dispossession of Indigenous peoples by European settlers. Following the recent 250th anniversary of Cook’s landing in Australia, we are conscious that there are various ways of remembering this historic event; the publication of this third edition is therefore timely. Not only is this work a significant text for understanding the world in which we live, it critically engages with the humanities, colonial histories and cultural relativism that reverberate within the contemporary phenomenon of globalisation. It is why in this edition Smith’s text has been left intact and not furnished with revisional interventions or critiques. Indeed, European Vision and the South Pacific retains a profound and continuing relevance for and influence on scholars—especially Indigenous scholars—engaged in the decolonisation of histories of the South Pacific. Smith’s worldview was ‘not just global in a spatial sense it also took in the centuries indeed millennia of human culture’.22

In today’s world, the complexities of territorialisation are as fraught and disputed as they were in the Georgian age of empire, when subjugation, rejection and erasure of the Other were as tragic as the current treatment of displaced, stateless refugees and the disavowal of First Nations’ human rights. Smith believed that cultural imperialism was and is about inequality and that the contemporary pursuit of power entrenched in geopolitical transactions remains largely unchanged from its historical antecedents. His investigation of art, science and imperialism not only explored the conditions of frontier contact, it opened up the dialogue on decolonisation, allowing us ‘to think beyond or after it’.23 Tim Barringer states that ‘Art history is never innocent … indeed, if art history is not a radical practice, a site of dissent, a provocation, it is worthless’.24 Understanding the agencies that thrust cultural vectors together is paramount, as too is the way the past shapes the future. The republication of European Vision and the South Pacific is an essential part of this discourse.

Sheridan Palmer and Greg Lehman, July 2022



Introduction

WHEN THE FIRST EDITION OF THIS BOOK APPEARED, an ahistorical approach prevailed in the social sciences, and the history of art was largely confined to the study of works of approved aesthetic merit. Today an historical approach is no longer dismissed by social scientists with the degree of confidence so common a quarter of a century ago, and art historians have broadened the field of their interests considerably. Furthermore, the assured posture of the ‘scientific’ observer, secure in his own capacity to view the other with an wholly objective and neutral gaze, is much less common in academic circles today than it was then.

When it first appeared, this book played a part in that coming change, particularly in the fields of Pacific and Australian studies. By providing a wealth of historical evidence that the perception of Europeans (as manifest in their artefacts) was culture-bound when confronted by the (for them) new world of the Pacific, it gave support to a new generation of anthropologists, ethnohistorians and others, who had come to realise and take an interest in the inescapable relativity of their own perceptions.

The use of the term ‘European vision’ declared a belief in a cognitive theory of perception: that seeing is conditioned by knowing. But the book nowhere suggested that Europeans (or for that matter the members of any other ethnic or cultural grouping) are incapable as individuals of seeing what is actually before them, or that they are incapable of knowing that they are in the presence of the (for them) new, though they may well find, and usually do find, difficulty in assembling appropriate words, images, symbols and ideas to describe accurately their experience. It was assumed that it is possible, with the exercise of reasonable care, to distinguish accurate and faithful description from the distortions and errors so frequently attendant upon the interpretation of the novel. The book was not written as an apologia for an extreme cultural relativism.

Extreme culture relativism was, however, implicit in some readings of the text when the book first appeared. The most common such reading was that eighteenth-century Europeans saw Pacific peoples as ‘noble savages’. Another was that the impact of Europe upon the island societies was fatal. Neither thesis is supported by the evidence advanced here. Even in the eighteenth century the ‘noble savage’ was but one of a number of competing and conflicting stereotypes by means of which Europeans sought to accommodate themselves to the existence of the newly discovered Pacific societies, and it was certainly not the most influential. Nor was any ‘fatal impact’ of Europe on the Pacific a concern of the text; if anything it was precisely the opposite: the significance of the impact of the Pacific upon Europe.1 And it is pleasing to note in this connection that since the appearance of the first edition research has been undertaken, of a parallel kind, into the European perception of other non-European parts of the world. A notable example was the Cleveland Museum’s exhibition, The European Vision of America, organised in connection with the bicentenary of the usa, and the important publications that flowed from it.2 The first edition, it may also be noted, raised sharply and from a new perspective the question of white Australian racialism, and thus stimulated, if it did not inaugurate, the modern discussion of this question.

Although the method and point of view adopted in the book have been influential, the two major themes around which it was written have never become the subject of serious discussion. This is to be regretted because they raise important issues.

The first, and perhaps the more important, advanced the view that in the century precedthe publication of The Origin of Species (1859) the Pacific region provided a challenging new field of experience for Europeans, one which placed unprecedented pressure upon the Biblical creation theory and provided, simultaneously, a wealth of new evidence out of which was fashioned eventually the first scientifically credible theory of evolution. That theory was not simply an ideology but an attempt to account accurately for what had been observed.

Two years after the publication of the first edition, Thomas Kuhn published his influential essay, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962). Because Kuhn was primarily concerned with assembling a conceptual structure for the understanding of the real history of science he did not, within the short compass of an essay, take into consideration ‘external social, economic and intellectual conditions’.3 It was not that he entirely denied the significance of external factors for a full understanding of the history of science, but that he claimed for them no more than that ‘explicit consideration of effects like these would not, I think, modify the main thesis developed in this essay, but it would add an analytic dimension of first-rate importance for the understanding of scientific advance’.4 One would have expected a consideration of external factors acting upon scientific thought to do even more than that, to, in short, provide the kind of test that Kuhn’s hypothesis stands in need of before it can be held to be valid. A history of science that excludes the influence of external conditions or appeals to them only to add ‘an analytic dimension’ sounds like a contradiction of terms.

That said, it must also be said, however, that Kuhn’s thesis is not brought into question by the account of the emergence of evolutionary theory outlined in this book, and the account could be translated readily into the Kuhnian terminology. It would then run along these lines. The so-called ‘non-descript’ flora and fauna collected from the Pacific, the nature of its coral formations, and so forth, provided an unbearable number of anomalies for the Creation theory and the Linnean paradigm. The tension that thus developed between a wealth of anomaly and a poverty of theory is revealed in, among other things, the successive shifts at this time in taxonomic schemata. The situation was not resolved until the publication of a scientifically credible theory of evolution in terms of natural selection. The anomalies of the old paradigm then became substantive evidence for the new.

The present book in this way provides support for Kuhn’s hypothesis by taking external factors into account, but it issues from a materialist account of historical change that poses by default the question: if the opening of the Pacific was not the prime external factor contributing to the emergence of a scientifically acceptable theory of evolution, what external factor, if any, did play that role? Or must we conclude that the idea of evolution itself is one that is to be explained entirely within the problematics of biological science and the inventive minds of biologists? It was surely in such islands of intellectual autarchy that evolution first found its most redoubtable opponents.

What is even more fascinating for the historian of ideas is that evolution as a scientific theory, which is undoubtedly a better way of understanding the history of life on the planet, could be transformed so readily into an ideology for the pursuit of power, and become a superior strategy for the control and subjugation of technologically weaker peoples. By contrast the Enlightenment notion of the noble savage was an ambiguous instrument. It tended to civilise the transactions of cultural contact, and it also tended to subvert European self-confidence, becoming an intellectual instrument in the hands of the revolutionary overturners of European society. ‘Natural selection’, however, became an effective instrument for the maintenance of European power. As soon as it was transformed from a biological to a social explanation of the history of life, and ‘the survival of the fittest’ became a popular slogan on the tongues and in the minds of European settlers in non-European regions, evolutionary theory became a powerful anodyne for the suppression of guilt when dealing with ‘lesser breeds without the law’: an instrument for control, subjugation, and all too often—as in the case of the Tasmanians and Terra del Fuegians—extermination. In the Pacific it was not only trade and commerce that followed the flag but also ‘scientific’ theory. In this regard it is worth noting that whereas in Europe evolutionary theory was strenuously opposed by organised religion, in the Pacific it combined with social Darwinism, in the business of destroying traditional Pacific societies.

The second main theme of the book is the contention that the predominant mode in nineteenth-century landscape painting arose from the need to discover and to evoke what was typical. Here, too, the lack of critical comment has been understandable but regrettable. Art-historical method during the 1950s consisted largely in assembling an aesthetically pre-determined sequence of art masterpieces and linking them by means of stylistic and iconographic analysis. Although the practice was fleshed out to some extent with a measure of ‘social context’, such was rarely crucial to the accounts. Visual records that did not pass the initial aesthetic selection were usually excluded. The practice of the time was admirably demonstrated in the comprehensive Pelican History of Art series that was initiated during the 1950s. In its forty-odd volumes no place was found for the arts of the Pacific region, that is to say, one-third of the earth’s surface. They were, presumably, either too ‘primitive’ or too ‘provincial’ to find a significant place in the series: irritating anomalies within the prevailing paradigm of art history.

Within that practice this book was also something of an anomaly since its main concerns lay not with art masterpieces but with visual images produced primarily for the purposes of information, and devoted itself not so much to explicating the creative role of artists in their societies (the central myth of art history) but to the use of visual documents for a clearer understanding of the European penetration of the Pacific.

It was from such a perspective that the notion of ‘typical’ landscape as the predominant mode of nineteenth-century landscape painting emerged. The European control of the world required a landscape practice that could first survey and describe, then evoke in new settlers an emotional engagement with the land that they had alienated from its aboriginal occupants. The well-known accounts of the development of nineteenth-century landscape that are still to be found in the general histories, couched as they are entirely in terms of European cultural movements and categories (classicism, romanticism, naturalism, impressionism, etc.) are of little value in attempting to understand the underlying structure of the situation, in which Europeans are undertaking the physical and emotional mastery of the world. Such cultural categories obscure the conceptual underpinnings of landscape throughout the century by the dominating categories of the descriptive sciences (botany, zoology, geology, geography, meteorology, anthropology, etc.) by means of which landscapes and their inhabitants were effectively described and brought under control. Only then were the conventional cultural categories of European landscape used to endow the new in its typicality with a familiar European gloss. But to accept such categories at their face value is to obscure what is structurally novel about landscape practice during the nineteenth century.

In the new edition I have endeavoured to take into account a good deal of original work that has been published since the first edition, and to remove some errors and misleading emphases; otherwise the text of the book remains substantially as it was. But I have attempted to note and often comment upon recent research where it bears upon major themes and topics considered, and the bibliography has been updated. But it would be impossible to take account of all the relevant publication that has appeared since 1960, even if one knew of it, and that attempt has not been made. The new edition is more fully illustrated, and includes colour where it is often useful, as in the case of the work of William Hodges, for a better understanding of the artist’s intentions.

Finally, I wish to thank the Yale University Press for its decision that the book should be republished in a second and expanded edition and particularly its editor, John Nicoll, and his staff at the London Office, for their help in seeing the edition through the press.

B. S.
University of Melbourne
January 1984



Introduction

THIS BOOK AROSE, in the first instance, from an inquiry into the origins of European art in Australia begun fifteen years ago and published in 1945.1 That inquiry revealed the need to investigate the beginnings of European art in the South Pacific more fully; beginnings which may be traced from 1768 when professional artists first began to voyage in the South Seas. How did they see this new world of the Pacific? Did their entry into it stimulate thought and affect in any way traditional forms of expression? Such questions, it seemed, were worth asking.

It soon became clear that the study of European art in contact with the Pacific involved a more general problem: the relation between art and science during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. For this reason this book has become a study in yet another chapter in the long history of the relation between art and science. While it is believed that the association of art and science during the period under discussion is here treated with sufficient breadth to elucidate the association more fully than hitherto, the investigation is centred upon a study of European reactions to the Pacific. It remains to be seen whether other studies, centred upon art in Europe itself or in America at this time, yield similar conclusions or modify them. The conclusions may be stated briefly here at once.

The first artists to voyage among the lands and peoples of the Pacific, while doing all they could to cast its unfamiliar world into the pictorial conventions of the time, also assisted, some unwittingly and some with a growing appreciation of what they were doing, in creating a different form of landscape art, which is best described as typical. The origins of typical landscape may be traced in the topographical and the picturesque modes of landscape-painting; and the new form arises partly in response to the increasing impact of science upon art, and partly as a result of the discovery by Europeans of the beauty of the world beyond Europe.

The idea of the typical in landscape-painting parallels in point of time the emergence of the idea of organic evolution in science. It will be shown that in the Pacific these two matters were closely connected. In both is to be witnessed the abandonment of classical ideals of order, for an order based on a closer scrutiny of things in themselves. In its mature forms, the typical landscape provides an artistic counterpart to the biological explanation of life upon the planet provided by the theory of organic evolution. The main outline of this argument is developed in Chapters 1 to 5, 7 and 12. Chapters 6, 8, 9, and 10 are concerned with a cognate theme: the beginnings of European art in Australia. Although themselves distinct, each theme helps to illuminate the other; and certainly the second cannot be understood without recourse to the wider references of the first. For this reason they have been kept together—as they arose in the process of research.

It is a pleasant duty to mention that Dr K. Badt’s John Constable’s Clouds,2 Dr. O. Pächt’s ‘Early Italian Nature Studies’,3 and Professor Wind’s ‘The Revolution in History Painting’4 have been most suggestive and are, in a sense, germinal to the central argument of the study. It will be obvious that it also owes much to Professor A.O. Lovejoy’s studies in the history of ideas. An initial acknowledgement is due to the British Council for the award of a research grant which enabled me to begin working specifically on the subject in England in October 1948. My greatest debt is to the members of the staff of the Warburg Institute for their helpful interest in my work and their stimulating criticism—above all to the invaluable discussions and splendid advice of Mr. Charles Mitchell. A further grant from the Australian National University made it possible for me to continue work on the subject in the Department of Pacific History during 1954–5. For this later phase of my research my thanks are specially due to J. W. Davidson, Professor of Pacific History at the Australian National University, for his advice, his careful reading and comments upon the drafts, invariably of value, and for an approach to the study of history which found a subject concerned with the history of art and related ideas as much a part of general historical studies as those fields of history more familiar to Australian historians.

I am also grateful to Mr. Charles E. Buckley, Mr. Croft Murray, Professor W. G. Constable, Mr. Gerard Hayes, Sir Maurice Holmes, Dr. Averil M. Lysaght, the late Mr. Paul Oppé, and Mr. Michael Robinson, who have sent me information and been kind enough to answer my questions. I owe a special debt of gratitude to Mr. R. A. Skelton, for continued kindness in this regard. His extensive knowledge of the graphic records of Cook’s voyages has been of inestimable value.

All future research workers in the graphic records of the Pacific and of early art in Australia and New Zealand will be deeply indebted to Mr. Rex Nan Kivell for assembling over many years his unique collection of pictures and books of Pacific interest now owned by the Commonwealth National Library, Canberra. It will be apparent how much I am indebted to this collection.
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1. The European and the Pacific

 

IN THE YEAR 1768 THE ROYAL ACADEMY WAS ESTABLISHED, and the Royal Society promoted Cook’s first voyage to the South Seas. The two events fittingly represent two influential attitudes to nature current in English eighteenth-century thought. The formation of the Academy constituted the official recognition in England of those neo-classical theories of Italian origin which had been transmitted to Britain through French theorists like de Chambray and de Piles. Nature, it was said, was to be rendered by the artist not with her imperfections clinging to her but in her perfect forms; what those perfect forms were the artist could only learn by a close study of the masterpieces of the ancients and their Renaissance disciples. The Royal Society, on the other hand, approached nature in a different way, appealing to travellers, virtuosi, and scientists to observe carefully, record accurately, and to experiment.

Now the opening of the Pacific provided a new world for the philosophers of nature. But it was the empirical approach of the Society and not the neo-classical approach of the Academy which flourished under the impact of the new knowledge won from the Pacific. For though the discovery of the Society Islands gave initial support to the belief that a kind of tropical Arcadia inhabited by men like Greek gods existed in the South Seas, increasing knowledge not only destroyed the illusion but also became a most enduring challenge to the supremacy of neo-classical values in art and thought. The effect of this challenge is to be observed in painting, in poetry, in the theatre, and even in ideas concerning the nature of the universe. The opening of the Pacific is therefore to be numbered among those factors contributing to the triumph of romanticism and science in the nineteenth-century world of values. Whilst it will be shown how the discovery of the Pacific contributed to the challenge to neo-classicism in several fields, more particular attention will be given to the impact of Pacific exploration upon the theory and practice of landscape painting and upon biological thought. For these two fields provide convenient and yet distinct grounds in which to observe how the world of the Pacific stimulated European thought concerning the world of nature as a whole; in the case of the former as the object of imitation and expression, in the case of the latter as the object of philosophical speculation.

The empirical observation of nature, exemplified in the keeping of ships’ logs and seamen’s journals, was an established part of British maritime practice a great many years before the foundation of the Royal Society in 1660. And from its inception the Society placed a high value upon the information to be gained from such logs and journals. The information they contained included not only verbal and numerical data but also graphic records in the form of maps and profiles of coasts. Now both Captain Cook and Joseph Banks inherited the traditions of empirical observation derived from maritime practice and the precepts of the Society. Banks, too, was subjected to the influence of the Society of Antiquaries which had received a charter in 1750 and sought to bring habits of close observation, description, and explication to the study of the past, especially as revealed by its material remains, in order to place the writing of history upon a firmer and more objective footing. On Cook’s Endeavour an important step was taken to advance the techniques of objective observation and recording employed on far voyages by the use of trained scientific observers and professional artists. Also the voyage was, it must be remembered, the first large scientific maritime expedition in whose promotion the Society played a major role. Partly for this reason the Pacific, although the last great ocean to be explored by Europeans, was, curiously enough, the first large region beyond Europe that modern scientific method came fully to grips with. But there are two other closely associated reasons. Firstly, sea travel over great distances was considerably safer than land travel in the last decades of the eighteenth century. Secondly, the scientific examination of the Pacific, by its very nature, depended upon the level reached by the art of navigation. As soon as it was possible to control scurvy and to construct reliable chronometers, the archipelagos of the Pacific yielded information of value to the ocean-going scientist far more readily than did the continental masses of Asia, Africa, and America to their land-travelling colleagues. A vessel like Cook’s Resolution, despite her deficiencies, combined the values of a fortress and a travelling laboratory. Land-travelling scientists had no hope of competing with the results of a Cook, a Flinders, or a Dumont d’Urville. In this regard the case of John Ledyard is illuminating. Ledyard, a marine on the Resolution during Cook’s third voyage, attempted an overland expedition across Siberia in 1786 for Banks, after returning from the Pacific. He was arrested at Yakutsk, thrust across the Polish frontier to arrive penniless and ragged at Regensburg begging a few guineas in the name of Sir Joseph. In 1789 Ledyard died of fever in Cairo while about to set out in search of the source of the Niger.1 The interiors of the great continents remained virtually unknown while the islands of the Pacific were visited by one scientific voyage after another.

Indeed so well known did the islands of the South Seas become following the publicity given to Cook’s voyages that the natural productions and native peoples of the Pacific became better known to European scientists than the natural productions and peoples of many less distant regions. The plan of operations adopted by Banks and Cook on the Endeavour became standard practice for many later expeditions. It is not unlikely that Gilbert White had the achievements of his friend Banks in mind when he recommended to Thomas Pennant (a friend both of Banks and White) a programme for a naturalist’s tour of Ireland. The programme suggested was virtually identical with that employed so successfully by Banks in the Pacific some six years before:


Some future faunist, a man of fortune, will, I hope, extend his visits to the Kingdom of Ireland; a new field, and a country little known to the naturalist. He will not, it is to be wished, undertake that tour unaccompanied by a botanist, because the mountains have scarcely been sufficiently examined; and the southerly counties of so mild an island may possibly afford some plants little to be expected within the British Dominions ... The manners of the wild natives, their superstitions, their prejudices, their sordid way of life, will extort many useful reflections. He should also take with him an able draughtsman.2



Now the empirical approach to nature, despite its standing in philosophy and science, played little part in the theory and practice of landscape-painting in England at the time of the establishment of the Royal Academy. Claude was the model held up by Reynolds to those who sought to perfect the art of landscape. When the empirical approach to nature did begin to influence English landscape-painting during the later decades of the eighteenth century, it began to influence the art, naturally enough, through those scientific disciplines concerned with the description and analysis of the structure, vegetation, and atmosphere of the earth’s surface. For the landscape-painter shared with the botanist, geologist, and meteorologist certain common fields of interest and, in a sense, similar materials of study, however different the purposes of scientist and artist.

During the second half of the eighteenth century the sciences of botany, geology, and meteorology, in company with a number of other sciences based on exacting empirical research, were beginning to perfect their techniques and modes of classification. An essential condition for the progress of these new sciences was the collection of evidence from all parts of the world. Consequently, the scientific voyages to the Pacific played an important part in their programmes and did much to stimulate an interest in them. Now such sciences as botany, zoology, and the nascent science of ethnology, made extensive use of draughtsmen to assist in the description of material observed or collected. It was the business of the botanical and zoological draughtsmen to depict with great care and accuracy the appearance and structure of type specimens upon which new species might be erected. A great deal of artistic talent was absorbed between 1750 and 1850 in thus serving the biological sciences as they sought to perfect the descriptive and systematic phases of their respective disciplines.

On scientific voyages, however, professional artists trained in art schools and academies worked side by side with nautical and scientific draughtsmen. Frequently they were called upon to do similar work. At all times they were exposed to the influence of scientists and naval officers trained in the empirical habits of observation championed by the Royal Society and the Navy. In consequence their mode of perception became increasingly less dominated by neo-classical theories of art and increasingly more influenced by empirical habits of vision.

The mode of perception and expression which artists thus tended to acquire as a result of the conditions imposed upon them on scientific voyages is not to be equated with a naïve and unselective naturalism. Neo-classical theory had stressed the supreme importance of the unity of mood and expression in the highest forms of landscape art. Analytical and empirical observation, however, tended toward the disruption of such unity, forcing the artist to look at the world as a world of disparate things. But these ‘things’, the rocks, plants, animals, people, and atmospheric conditions perceived by the painter acquired a new significance under the pressure of scientific inquiry. As scientists came to question the teleological position implicit in the view of nature as a great chain of being, they tended to seek an explanation for the origin and nature of life in the material evidence provided by the earth’s surface. The intense study of rocks, plants, animals, people, and the laws governing climatic conditions acquired a new significance even for the landscape-painter. For such things held the clue to the meaning of nature and the origin of life. It was most desirable, therefore, that the artist should depict them accurately, for it was only by the closest scrutiny and the most careful description that they could be made to yield their meaning. Furthermore, it became increasingly clear that certain essential relationships existed in the world of nature between certain types of rocks, plants, animals, and climates. These ecological relationships were quite different from the relationships imposed by the neo-classical landscape-painter in the search for a unity of mood or expression. They were only to be revealed by a careful empirical study of nature and were the object of scientific inquiry. Under the influence of science, however, ecological principles began to determine increasingly the forms of unity which the landscape-painter imposed upon his material.

An early example of the type of relationship which art began to take over from science at this time is to be found in botanical and zoological illustration. One of the important features of the description of a new species was the description of its habitat. Consequently, illustrators of animals usually placed them in their appropriate environmental setting. During the period under discussion this became a more frequent practice in the illustration of plants also. The relationship which existed between a species and its habitat could, however, be extended to all the species peculiar to a particular habitat. The placing of plants, animals, and primitive peoples in their appropriate environmental situation became a matter of increasing importance for the landscape-painter. In this tendency lay the implicit recognition of the intimate connexion between the objects in a landscape and the environmental and climatic situation of which the landscape as a whole was both a representation and a symbol. Thus landscapes came to be painted in which the rocks, plants, animals, peoples, and atmospheric conditions depicted were selected and organized to characterize the type of landscape painted. In this practice is to be observed a further expression of that interest in types which had gained such impetus in the scientific world from the work of Carl von Linné.3 His work in the classification of plants and animals was extended to the classification of clouds by meteorologists and the classification of climates by geographers. In this situation there arose the desire to represent in works of art what may best be called typical landscape, a form of landscape the component parts of which were carefully selected in order to express the essential qualities of a particular kind of geographical environment. Landscape-painters became fully conscious of the fact that the world contained distinct types of scenery with their own forms of visual unity. Such unity was only to be achieved by an appreciation of the essential character and beauty of each scenic type.

In this study the emergence of the idea of typical landscape is traced from the appearance of scientific illustrations used by geologists and natural historians, and the interests of a circle of virtuosi centred upon Sir Joseph Banks. The idea was given more complete expression in the practice and writings of William Hodges in whose work it begins to impinge upon the world of taste and neo-classical values. Through Alexander von Humboldt the typical landscape was given a theoretical justification and championed as an artistic programme for painters. Humboldt’s writings were very widely read and influenced the thoughts of such men as Karl Gustav Carus and John Ruskin. Through the work of such men the idea of typical landscape was elaborated and became the common property of nineteenth-century artistic thought. Now although the factors which united to produce this new approach to landscape were by no means confined to European experience in the Pacific, it will be shown that Pacific exploration played a significant part both in its emergence as an art and in its theoretical formulation.

Typical landscape is one aspect of the growing influence of the biological sciences which Pacific exploration did so much to stimulate. The stimulus operated with great effect at the empirical level, for the Pacific, naturally enough, provided scientists with a vast amount of new data. Concerning Matthew Flinders’s voyage, for instance, Joseph Dalton Hooker wrote, ‘the botanical results ... have been ... incomparably greater, not merely than those of any previous voyage, but than those of all similar voyages put together’.4 The stimulus, however, was also felt at the level of theory. Despite their empirical methods most eighteenth-century biologists sought to relate their findings to a cosmology Aristotelian in its origins. ‘If we consider the generation of Animals’, wrote von Linné, ‘we find that each produces an off-spring after its own kind ... and that from each proceeds a germ of the same nature with its parent; so that all living things, plants, animals, and even mankind themselves, form one “chain of universal Being”, from the beginning to the end of the world.’5 Scientists working in the Pacific, however, found it increasingly difficult to classify their material according to the presuppositions of this cosmology. Sir James Edward Smith, the first President of the Linnean Society, put the difficulty in this way:


When a botanist first enters on the investigation of so remote a country as New Holland, he finds himself as it were in a new world. He can scarcely meet with any fixed points from whence to draw his analogies; and even those that appear most promising, are frequently in danger of misleading, instead of informing him. The whole tribes of plants, which at first sight seem familiar to his acquaintance, as occupying links in Nature’s chain, on which he is accustomed to depend, prove, on a nearer examination, total strangers, with other configurations, other economy, and other qualities; not only the species themselves are new, but most of the genera, and even natural orders.6



Confronted with such problems natural philosophers not infrequently suggest novel solutions. Indeed, interest in the formation of coral islands, and in the plants, animals, and native peoples of the Pacific may be said, in general, to have promoted thought along evolutionary lines. Pacific voyages stimulated the reflections of Erasmus Darwin, Lord Monboddo, and a number of minor writers. And during the first half of the nineteenth century, three scientists, Charles Darwin, Joseph Dalton Hooker, and Thomas Henry Huxley, whose joint efforts did so much to establish organic evolution as an acceptable scientific explanation of the history of life on earth, spent the crucial formative years of their lives as naturalists on scientific voyages to the Pacific region.

European experience of the Pacific by thus helping to promote thought along evolutionary lines challenged the supremacy of neo-classical values in cosmological theory as it had helped to challenge those values in the theory and practice of landscape-painting. For these reasons alone European experience of the Pacific is not without significance for the history of European art and ideas. Even so, it is to be stressed that the impact of Pacific experience upon European art and thought is only to be observed operating within an intricate interplay of ideas in which, for the most part, European observers sought to come to grips with the realities of the Pacific by interpreting them in familiar terms. Both classical antiquity and the traditions of Christian thought provided a stock of attitudes and preconceptions which Europeans continually brought to bear upon their experience of the Pacific.

European attitudes to Pacific peoples provide an illuminating example. The first European visitors to Polynesia tended to view the natives as noble savages, an attitude with its roots deep in the thought of classical antiquity. It is possible to distinguish two forms of this primitivistic approach7 to Pacific peoples: a soft primitivism, applied mainly to the inhabitants of the Society Islands, and a hard primitivism, applied to such peoples as the Fuegians, the Maoris, and the Australian aborigines. The primitivistic interpretation of Pacific peoples was, however, severely challenged by evangelical thought during the last decade of the eighteenth century. Soft primitivism, more closely associated with deistic thought and neo-classical values, was singled out for the most severe attacks by evangelical critics; the notions of austerity and fortitude associated with hard primitivism being somewhat more congenial both to Calvinistic Christianity and to the romantic interest in the historical origins of the northern nations of Europe. Nevertheless, Christian thought, with the decline of deism, found any kind of belief in the natural virtue of pagan savages repugnant and did much to spread the belief that the native peoples of the Pacific in their natural state were depraved and ignoble.

Such preconceptions both as to the nobility and to the ignobility of Pacific peoples exhibited considerable vigour in popular thought despite the objective investigations of scientists, educated missionaries, and travellers. Nevertheless, Europeans gradually became aware of the physical and social factors which differentiated one people from another. In the end scientific method triumphed in the description both of nature and man.

Historians of Pacific exploration have tended to neglect the importance of investigations undertaken by the scientific and artistic components of voyages of discovery. As a result of Banks’s decision to sail with Cook there was added to research in the physical sciences, of direct interest to the Admiralty and the Royal Society, the interests of a virtuoso specializing in the biological sciences together with the interests of his attendant artists. Banks proved beyond doubt the value of those recommendations for equipping exploratory voyages with naturalists and artists which had been urged from time to time throughout the eighteenth century both in England and in France. In 1748 Richard Walter, in his popular edition of Anson’s Voyage, argued strongly for the inclusion of skilled draughtsmen on such expeditions. He drew attention to the fact that in 1712 Amédée François Frézier (1682–1773) had been sent by Louis xiv, surreptitiously, on a merchantman to draw draughts and plans of coastlines and fortified positions along the South American coast, for potential use in smuggling and naval assault. But Walter saw the value of skilled draughtsmanship in a much wider context, and his arguments deserve to be quoted in full for they must have exercised a strong influence upon Banks, in preparing for the Endeavour voyage. We know, incidentally, that he took copies both of Frézier8 and Anson with him, for he quotes from both in his Journal. Walter’s views were crucial for the development of Banks’s plan for combining verbal and visual records:


... I cannot ... but lament, how very imperfect many of our accounts of distant countries are rendered by the relators being unskilled in drawing, and in the general principles of surveying; even where other abilities have not been wanting. Had more of our travellers been initiated in these acquirements, and there had been added thereto some little skill in the common astronomical observations, (all of which a person of ordinary talents might attain, with a very moderate share of application) we should by this time have seen the geography of the globe much corrector, than we now find it; the dangers of navigation would have been considerably lessened, and the manners, arts and produce of foreign countries would have been much better known to us, than they are. Indeed, when I consider, the strong incitements that all travellers have to acquire some part at least of these qualifications, especially drawing; when I consider how much it would facilitate their observations, assist and strengthen their memories, and of how tedious, and often unintelligible, a load of description it would rid them, I cannot but wonder that any person, that intends to visit distant countries, with a view of informing either himself or others, should be unfurnished with so useful a piece of skill. And to inforce this argument still further, I must add, that besides the uses of drawing, which are already mentioned, there is one, which, though not so obvious, is yet perhaps of more consequence than all that has been hitherto urged; and that is, that those who are accustomed to draw objects, observe them with more distinctness, than others who are not habituated to this practice. For we may easily find, by a little experience, that in viewing any object however simple, our attention or memory is scarcely at any time so strong, as to enable us, when we have turned our eyes away from it, to recollect exactly every part it consisted of, and to recall all the circumstances of its appearance; since, on examination, it will be discovered, that in some we were mistaken, and others we had totally overlooked: But he that is employed in drawing what he sees, is at the same time employed in rectifying this inattention; for by confronting his idea copied on the paper, with the object he intends to represent, he finds in what manner he has been deceived in its appearance, and hence in time acquires the habit of observing much more at one view, and retains what he sees with more correctness than he could ever have done, without his practice and proficiency in drawing.9



In France, some eight years later, Charles De Brosses (1709–77) published his highly influential Histoire des Navigations aux Terres Australes (1756). It stressed the importance of taking both naturalists and natural history draughtsmen on voyages of exploration, and it too was included in Banks’s Endeavour library. It is strange however that Bougainville, who was so much influenced by De Brosses in the conception and planning of his voyage to the Pacific (1766–9), did not take a competent natural history draughtsman with him. His naturalist Philibert Commerson, though well-trained and enthusiastic, possessed neither the patience nor the skills of a good scientific draughtsman. It was left therefore to Banks to establish the value in practice of taking skilled artists on scientific voyages and of collating verbal and visual observations.

Banks’s success set the organizational pattern for the later exploratory work in the Pacific by England, France, Russia, and America; research in the biological sciences being undertaken along with research in the physical sciences. And to these inquiries there came to be added the objective and comparative study of native peoples, a study greatly promoted by the work of the Forsters, father and son, during Cook’s second voyage, and officially written into La Pérouse’s instructions. Furthermore, it must be stressed that the scientists of these great voyages inherited the rational enthusiasm of the Enlightenment and went to the South Seas ambitious to discover man and the world. As John Reinhold Forster put it: ‘My object was nature in its greatest extent; the Earth, the Sea, the Air, the Organic and Animated Creation, and more particularly that class of Beings to which we ourselves belong.’10 Their enthusiasm was not altogether misplaced; for in the hundred years after 1768 the Pacific Ocean became one of the finest schools for scientists in the world and stimulated European thought concerning man and nature both in art and in science.



2. Cook’s First Voyage

 

‘IT IS A STRANGE THING’, wrote Bacon in his essay Of Travel, ‘that in sea-voyages, where there is nothing to be seen but sky and sea, men should make diaries, but in land-travel wherein so much is to be observed, for the most part they omit it.’1 Such an observation, from the pen of an early champion of empiricism, serves well to illustrate the connexion already existing in Elizabethan times between sea voyaging and empirical observation. By 1588 British explorers were already being advised in their official instructions to keep daily diaries. In that year Thomas Randolfe, Elizabeth’s ambassador to the Russian Emperor, provided three Englishmen, James Bassendine, James Woodcocke, and Richard Browne with a commission for discovery in the north-eastern seas. ‘Take with you paper and ynke’, his instructions advised them, ‘and keepe a continuall journall or remembrance day by day, of all things as shall fall out worth the knowledge, not forgetting or omitting to write it, and note it, that it may be shewed and read at your returne.’2

From its foundation in 1660 the Royal Society appreciated the value of journals kept by seamen and travellers who embarked upon far voyages. In order that such journals should be accurate and comprehensive the Society included in the first volume of its Philosophical Transactions a set of ‘Directions for Seamen, bound for far voyages’. It prefaced them with the following explanation:


It being the Design of the Royal Society, for the better attaining the End of their Institution, to study Nature rather than Books, and from the Observations, made of the Phenomena and Effects she presents, to compose such a History of Her, as may hereafter serve to build a Solid and Useful Philosophy upon; They have from time to time given order to several of their Members to draw up both Inquiries of things Observable in forreign Countries, and Directions for the Particulars, they desire chiefly to be informed about. And considering with themselves, how much they may increase their Philosophical stock by the advantage, which England enjoyes of making Voyages into all parts of the World, they formerly appointed that Eminent Mathematician and Philosopher Master Rook, one of their Fellowes, and Geometry Professor of Gresham College, to think upon and set down some Directions for Sea-men going into the East and West-Indies, the better to capacitate them for making such Observations abroad, as may be pertinent and suitable for their purpose; of which the said Sea-men should be desired to keep an exact Diary, delivering at their return a fair Copy thereof to the Lord High Admiral of England, His Royal Highness the Duke of York, and another to Trinity-House to be perused by the Royal Society.3



The Society’s ‘Directions’ were mainly concerned with the assembling of verbal and numerical data. But one direction involved the graphic arts. The fourth in the list enjoined seamen to ‘make Plotts and Draughts of prospects of Coasts, Promontories, Islands and Ports, marking the Bearings and Distances, as neer as they can’.4 Not only maps but also profiles of new or little-known coasts were considered an essential part of a seaman’s journal. The Dutch navigator Abel Tasman, for instance, made considerable use of coastal profiles to illustrate his Journal of the voyage of the Heemskirk and Zeehaan (1642–3) when he discovered Tasmania and New Zealand. Recognition of the usefulness of skill in drawing among seamen was one of the reasons which led to the establishment, on the advice of Sir Christopher Wren, Samuel Pepys, and others, of a Drawing school at Christ’s Hospital in 1693. The Drawing school was attached to the Mathematical school which trained boys for the Navy, and the drawing of sea-views and coastal profiles were among the chief items taught by the Drawing Master.5 The Drawing school at Christ’s Hospital helped to raise the standard of draughtsmanship in the Navy during the eighteenth century. It thus, indirectly, helped to further the aims of the Royal Society.

In the same year that the Drawing School was established at Christ’s Hospital, the philosopher John Locke published his Thoughts Concerning Education, in which he stressed the importance of drawing as an accomplishment in the general education of a young gentleman:


When he can write well and quick, I think it may be convenient not only to continue the exercise of his hand in writing, but also to improve further the use of it in drawing, a thing very useful to gentlemen on several occasions, but especially if he travel, as that which helps a man often to express in a few lines well put together what a whole sheet of paper in writing would not be able to represent and make intelligible. How many buildings may a man see, how many machines and habits meet with, the ideas whereof would be easily retained and communicated by a little skill in drawing, which being committed to words are in danger of being lost, or at best ill retained in the most exact descriptions? I do not mean that I would have your son a perfect painter; to be that to any tolerable degree will require more time than a young gentleman can spare from his other improvements of greater moment; but so much insight into perspective and skill in drawing as will enable him to repeat tolerably on paper anything he sees, may, I think be got in a little time.6



With the support of men like Pepys and Locke, the practical value of drawing for recording information became widely accepted during the first hall of the eighteenth century. Drawing was introduced as part of the curriculum at the Portsmouth Naval Academy in 1733, and in consequence of the views expressed in Anson’s Voyage, quoted in the previous chapter, a directive was issued by the Admiralty to commanders afloat ‘that officers qualified in draughtsmanship should be employed wherever and whenever possible to provide plans and sketches of ports, watering places, anchorages, coasts and wherever troops could land taking particular care, when in Foreign Parts, not to do anything to give Umbrage or offence to the Governors, or Inhabitants, of Places in Friendship with the King’.7

Another way in which the graphic arts were called into the service of empirical observation is to be observed in the use of engravings to illustrate letters and papers published in the Philosophical Transactions. These engravings, which were used from the early issues onwards, were almost invariably intended to be nothing more than useful illustrations to supplement the written account. But during the second half of the eighteenth century an increasing number of professional artists were employed to make scientific illustrations. Consequently some of the engravings which appeared in the Transactions during that period possessed an arresting visual appeal quite apart from what they were intended to illustrate. Among such illustrations are to be numbered the handcoloured engravings which were used to illustrate William Hamilton’s descriptions of the eruptions of Mount Vesuvius which he observed in 1766, 1776, 1777, and 1791.8 Hamilton made drawings of the changing aspect of the volcano during eruptions to assist his own observations. He also trained a young Neapolitan artist, Pietro Fabris, to make numerous sketches of all stages of the eruptions observed. Concerning the 1767 eruption Hamilton wrote: ‘From my villa situated between Herculaneum and Pompeii, I had watched the growing of this little mountain,9 and by taking drawings of it from time to time, I could perceive its increase most minutely; I make no doubt that the whole of Mount Vesuvius was formed in this manner.’10 Thus Hamilton’s drawings were used to assist his observation and his published engravings are, equally, an integral part of his descriptions of the eruptions he observed. In donating a collection of volcanic earths to the Society in 1769 he also presented a pictorial device which, in some respects, anticipated both the Vesuvius paintings of Joseph Wright of Derby and the Eidophusikon of Philip de Loutherbourg. After describing his gift of volcanic earths Hamilton added: I have also accompanied that collection with a current of lava from Mount Vesuvius; it is painted with transparent colours, and, when lighted up with lamps behind it, gives a much better idea of Vesuvius, than is possible to be given by any other sort of painting.’11 Hamilton later published his observations more fully in Campi Phlegraei (1776) with illustrations by Fabris, ‘completed under my eye, and by my direction, with utmost fidelity, and... as much taste as exactness’ and ‘in which each stratum is represented in its proper colours’.12

In 1767, the year that Hamilton was making use of drawings executed on the spot to assist his geological observations of Vesuvius, Joseph Banks (later one of Hamilton’s close friends) was becoming increasingly interested in the uses of drawing and engraving for the promotion of botanical studies. Banks, like Hamilton, was a virtuoso.13 Both his great-grandfather and his grandfatherhad been antiquaries. It was an antiquary who successfully nominated him for membership of the Royal Society at the age of twenty-three. The programme of the Society of Antiquaries, as it was reconstituted in the mid–eighteenth century, suggested, inter alia, that ‘fit persons’ might be sent ‘to travel over England and abroad’ to inspect books and manuscripts, to draw ancient fortifications, Castles, Churches, Houses, Tombs, Inscriptions, Epitaphs, & c.14 In practice professional topographical artists had been employed by the gentlemen antiquaries during the previous century; the most notable example being the employment of Hollar by Thomas Howard, Earl of Arundel, the ‘father of Vertu in England’. Hollar made topographical drawings for the Earl upon his travels, published illustrations of exotic plants and animals, and plates illustrating the costumes of the old and new worlds. He also made a personal visit to Tangier to draw records of the town and garrison life there.15 Years later Banks’s artists were to range over a similar repertoire of subjects. As a young man archaeology claimed Banks’s attention. He examined barrows, commenting on their meaning and origin.16 In 1766 he collected plants when he went with his friend Lieutenant Phipps to Newfoundland. Upon his return he employed the most renowned botanical illustrator of the day, Georg Dionysius Ehret (1708–70),17 to illustrate some of the plants he had collected.18 It was at this time that the use of art in the service of science emerged as one of the central interests of his life. In later years he was to employ many botanical artists, including several Germans and Austrians attracted to England by his patronage of scientific draughtsmanship.

Banks’s enthusiasm for the scientific illustration of exotic plants extended, among his circle of friends, to the scientific illustration of exotic animals. Their enthusiasm may be estimated from the reception given to the news of the arrival of a penguin from Patagonia. Thomas Pennant wrote to Banks excitedly:


Let me hope that the Patagonian Penguin had set for its picture, that Mr Brook’s Percnopteru will not depart this life without having its image preserved to be transmitted to posterity by Mr Paillou’s pencil; that the image of these and many others may for the benefit of the curious and making of proselytes to our divine science be multiplied by engraving and that we may with unabated zeal pursue the path we have begun by our four plates.19



And in another letter to Banks a fortnight later Pennant wrote: ‘Is your Penguin drawn? I dream, I rave of it’.20

The penguin was drawn, not by Peter Paillou however, but by Sydney Parkinson, the son of a quaker brewer of Edinburgh, who began to paint flowers for Banks in 1767.21 The drawing was engraved and used to illustrate Pennant’s article on the Penguin in the Philosophical Transactions.22 An endeavour has been made to portray the bird in its natural environment: it stands facing the sea, upon a promontory, with an arched rock behind it. Pennant, interested in the habitat of each animal which he studied, found the accurate portrayal of environmental setting a question of considerable interest. In his autobiography he recounts how Peter Paillou painted pictures for him of climatic regions, each with its appropriate animals. He painted for my hall, at Downing, several pictures of birds and animals, attended with suitable landscapes. Four were intended to represent the climates. The frigid zone and European scene of a farm yard, are particularly well done ...’23 Throughout his lifetime Pennant, like Banks, continued to employ artists in pursuing his study of natural history. One artist, Moses Griffith (1749–c. 1809), worked with him for many years.

In Pennant’s paintings at Downing, showing exotic animals in their natural climatic settings, there lay an incipient programme for the landscape-painter radically different from the neoclassicism predominant in British landscape-painting during the 1760’s. An early formulation of this programme was provided by Thomas Falconer,24 a friend both of Banks and Pennant, in a letter to Banks. In 1768 Banks had projected, probably with Linnaeus’s tour in mind, a voyage to Lapland. In a letter of advice to Banks concerning the proposed tour Falconer insisted upon the value of coloured drawings of all natural phenomena observed:


We shall expect ... a particular account of some of those wonderful scenes which are mentioned in the Oration of Linnaeus. You take a designer with you, and it would be easy to sketch out some of the views. Travellers in general confine themselves to the works of Art; and by giving us only Towns or Churches, exhibit nothing but a tedious uniformity. The appearance of Nature is varied in every Climate: an Alpine scene is different from a Derbyshire landscape; and if your designer would stain his drawing, it would point out the colour of the Soil and verdure, with the nature of the Rocks, and would enable us here to have a full idea of the Country, which no description possibly can.25



While insisting that Banks should take a landscape-painter with him, Falconer also appears to be making an implicit criticism of travellers who employed artists upon grand tours. For the travellers mentioned who confine themselves to works of art are almost certainly the grand tourists, whose depictions yielded, for Falconer, a ‘tedious uniformity’. So he outlined a programme for the landscape-painter which, for 1768, was rather unusual. Certainly all would agree that nature differed in different regions, but it was not, according to neo-classical theory, the concern of the artist to busy himself with these differences. The landscape-painter seeking to produce works of art of lasting value should seek rather to reveal the uniformity underlying the apparent differences to be observed in nature. While it was readily admitted that accurate representations of plants, animals, and buildings could serve many useful purposes, art of this kind occupied a low position in the hierarchy of neo-classical values. Falconer’s statement, however, contains an implicit criticism of the low status awarded such art by the connoisseurs. According to him the landscape-painter should seek out the permanent geological and climatic features of the landscape he is painting in order to present ‘a full idea’ of the region concerned. Landscape-painting instead of revealing the uniformity of nature is to reveal her geographical variety.

Falconer had written his letter to Banks in February 1768. By April it was settled that Banks should voyage with Cook to the South Pacific in the Endeavour. Consequently Falconer’s letter contained a programme which Banks was to put into operation not in Lapland but in the South Seas.

In consequence of the prestige attained by Banks, after his return from the Pacific, the ideas concerning art and nature discussed between Pennant, Falconer, and himself upon the eve of his departure, began to make some impact upon the world of taste. For throughout his life Banks’s interests continued to be divided between the world of science and the world of taste. Although he did not consider himself a connoisseur of the visual arts, he had many friends both among artists and connoisseurs.26 And through the patronage which he was able to extend both directly and indirectly—by virtue of his long Presidency of the Royal Society (1778–1820)—his own views on art came to exercise an influence upon late eighteenth-century taste.

At an early age Banks had become a member of the Society of Arts, a society which, significantly enough, sought to establish a closer relationship between science, technology, and art.27 In 1774 he was elected a member of the Society of Dilettanti and continued to be for many years one of its most distinguished and honoured members, acting as its secretary for a period of eighteen years (1778–97).28 Since its foundation in 1732 this dining society of wealthy and travelled amateurs had played a key role in the promotion of neo-classical taste in the visual arts both at home and abroad. In it Banks became acquainted not only with artists like Sir Joshua Reynolds (elected 1768) and patrons like Sir George Beaumont (elected 1784) but also with distinguished classical antiquaries like Sir William Hamilton, Charles Townley, Richard Payne Knight, and James (‘Athenian’) Stuart the man responsible for nominating him for membership. For many years Banks kept the Society’s marbles in his own house at Soho Square; and his fellow-neighbour Richard Payne Knight became one of his closest friends. Reynolds painted him as a thoughtful man among convivial friends in the second of his two group portraits of members of the Dilettanti.

Yet despite his close association with some of the most learned classical antiquaries and men of taste of the day, Banks himself had little sympathy with classical idealism in the visual arts. Joseph Farington summed up Banks’s taste in art briefly but adequately when he wrote: ‘Accuracy of drawing seems to be a principal recommendation to Sir Joseph’.29 The artists with whom Banks associated and to whom he extended his patronage were men whose works are notable for their precision of draughtsmanship and the rendering of visual statements without resort to adorn merits of style. One of his associates was Paul Sandby whose work is notable for its clarity of draughtsmanship and its simplicity of vision.30 Sandby travelled with Banks on a tour of Wales,31 and the virtuoso also acquired many of the artist’s finest drawings. Banks was also the friend of Johan Zoffany, whose ‘neat, polished, highly finished German style’ with its ‘tendency to the lively and minute imitation of natural objects’ must have appealed to him.32 While making a tour of Holland in 1773 Banks visited the cabinet of the Princess of Orange at The Hague and examined several paintings. ‘One of Oxen and a Shepherd painted by Potter pleased me much’, he wrote in his Journal, ‘immencely high finishd but absolute nature.’33 The work of Pieter van Loo34 and Thomas Bewick35 also appealed to him, and he appears to have been particularly interested in the work of Joseph Wright.36 George Stubbs, that eighteenth-century master of visual empiricism, painted a dingo and a kangaroo for him.37 In 1774 Banks was a prominent member of a club which included artists and scientists among its members and met at Young Slaughter’s Coffee House.38 Indeed already by 1773 he had established a reputation among his friends for the way in which he was making use of artists in the service of scientific accuracy. In that year Falconer, by way of complimenting Banks upon the results of his tour of Iceland and the Hebrides, criticized Martin’s Description of the Western Isles of Scotland (1703) for being insufficiently objective. Banks’s use of artists was, according to Falconer, one of the factors which helped to make his account of the Hebrides more impersonal and more accurate:


… the remarks of an English traveller would be more consonant to an English ear, for we all judge by comparison and a Scotch traveller would not consider a place as barren, which we should regard as worth nothing. For this reason Martin and others have given us a false idea of the western islands; and your remarks will set the world right in many particulars wherein they were ill-instructed before. Your precision of measures, and the advantage of able artists, are a great point, for when we judge by description we form an opinion through the medium of another man’s understanding, who generally compares it with something else he has seen.... The French use the terms magnifique and superbe to the close and dirty lanes of Paris ... What an assistance is it then to truth to have the objects delineated by one common measure which speaks universally to all mankind.39



But the production of accurate graphic records in the Pacific was not such a simple matter as Falconer supposed. For Banks’s artists, coming from Europe, were themselves subject to the same preconceptions as the European public. Furthermore, the position and requirements of Banks himself were ambivalent. Though a distinguished and scrupulous amateur scientist he was also a gentleman embarking upon a most unusual grand tour, and in his journals he sought to cater both for the men of taste and the natural historians. His position is admirably summed up in his own reply to those who thought he should perform the grand tour of Europe: ‘Every blockhead does that, my Grand Tour shall be one round the whole globe.’40 To the programme and results of that tour we must now turn.

The Endeavour, under the command of Lieutenant James Cook, sailed from Plymouth on 26 August 1774. Cook was to observe the 1769 transit of Venus across the face of the sun and to seek the much-discussed southern continent. His Secret Instructions also laid upon him other duties very much in the spirit of the Royal Society’s ‘Directions for Seamen, bound for far voyages’. Among other things he was instructed:


… carefully to observe the Nature of the Soil, and the Products thereof, the Beasts and Fowls that inhabit or frequent it, the fishes that are to be found in the Rivers or upon the Coast and in what Plenty; and in case you find any Mines, Minerals or valuable stones, you are to bring home Specimens of each, as also such Specimens of the Seeds of Trees, Fruits and Grains as you may be able to collect, and Transmit them to our Secretary, that We may cause proper Examination and Experiments to be made of them.

You are likewise to observe the Genius, Temper, Disposition and Number of the Natives ...

You are to send by all proper Conveyances to the Secretary of the Royal Society Copys of the Observations you shall have made of the Transit of Venus; and you are at the same time to send to our Secretary, for our information, accounts of your Proceedings and Copys of the Surveys and drawings you shall have made.41



The Royal Society had promoted the voyage by appealing to George III who promised £4,000 and a ship of the Navy. The Secret Instructions reveal the joint responsibility of the Royal Society and the Admiralty for the voyage, and emphasize its scientific nature. In the tradition of the Society they made faithful reporting a daily duty.

Cook was admirably fitted for his task. He was described in the Transactions by Dr. Bevis as ‘a good mathematician, and very expert at his business’.42 As an hydrographer his achievements were unequalled in his time.43 The official objectives of the voyage were therefore in the most capable hands. But to these official objectives were added the interests of Joseph Banks and his party. The party included the Swedish naturalist, Daniel Carl Solander (1736–82), and an assistant naturalist, Herman Diedrich Spöring, together with two artists, Alexander Buchan and Sydney Parkinson. Banks employed Buchan as his topographical artist, but very little is known about him. An epileptic, he was seized with a fit during an excursion in Tierra del Fuego, when two of the company perished with cold, and died four days after the Endeavour reached Tahiti. ‘His loss to me is irretrievable’, wrote Banks in his Journal, ‘my airy dreams of entertaining my friends in England with the scenes I am to see here have vanished. No account of the figures and dresses of the natives can be satisfactory unless illustrated by figures; had Providence spared him a month longer, what an advantage it would have been to my undertaking, but I must submit.’44

Banks’s original intention had been that the drawings executed on the voyage should fall into two groups: faithful copies of singular plants and animals, from Parkinson; drawings of savages and scenery that would entertain his friends at home, from Buchan. But, with the death of Buchan, Banks called upon Spöring and occasionally Parkinson to make drawings of people and places encountered. Parkinson when not working on natural-history drawings for Banks kept a personal diary, compiled vocabulary lists of Pacific languages, and drew figures and scenes for his own personal interest and pleasure. He was thus torn, as we shall see, between the needs of the scientist and the tastes of the grand tourist.

A great deal of Parkinson’s work upon the voyage consisted of drawing specimens of plants collected by the naturalists. Solander described all new plants collected and attempted to classify them, but the vast amount of new and strange material created major problems in classification. His notebooks abound with erasures and cancellations of specific and generic names first allotted to the specimens collected.45 Described and classified by Solander, a new plant was then sketched by Parkinson sufficiently to record the shape, size, coloration, and principal parts of the foliage and flower. It was then preserved. After returning to England, Solander wrote up a full description and Banks employed artists to make finished drawings from Parkinson’s sketches. These drawings were later engraved under Banks’s personal supervision. Parkinson made 955 drawings of plants (675 sketches, 280 finished drawings) during the voyage.46 An idea of the method of recording new plants followed by Banks and his party may best be gained by considering a single case.

During their voyage along the Australian coast Solander and Banks collected some leaves of a tree which Solander described and named Metrosideros salicifolia and later Metrosideros obliqua.47 Parkinson made a pencil drawing of the leaves and flowers of the plant. Eight years later Frederick Nodder made the finished drawing for Banks. Nodder based the disposition of the leaves and flower upon Parkinson’s rough sketch, the notes on the back of which gave hints for colouring, viz. ‘the stamina white, receptacles pale green the stalks the same the leaves a pale blue green with a yellowish nerve in the middle’. Banks then had an engraving (in reverse) made from Nodder’s drawing.48 These drawings and the engravings may be compared with an original dried type specimen brought home by Banks and preserved in the British Museum (Natural History). Although the disposition of the foliage is, naturally enough, somewhat different, the essential botanical facts have been recorded faithfully from specimen to published engraving. Yet the quality of Parkinson’s finished work is unquestionable.49

Parkinson, although trained as a botanical draughtsman, also made many drawings of coastal profiles during the voyage, as did Buchan and the naturalist Spöring. Although the drawing of profiles was traditional among mariners, the standard of draughtsmanship in the British navy in this field in the 1760s was not particularly high. The profiles drawn by Captain Samuel Wallis50 who preceded Cook to Tahiti were little more than practical off-shore guides to the identification of new coasts. But Banks’s topographic and natural-history draughtsmen readily took to the naval practice and succeeded in producing (perhaps at Cook’s suggestion) coastal profiles of an order of accuracy beyond naval standards. On 7 October 1769, for instance, the coast of New Zealand first came into view. On the following day Cook entered in his Journal: ‘The land on the Sea-Coast is high, with white steep cliffs and back inland are very high mountains, the face of the Country is of a hilly surface and appeares to be cloathed with wood and Verdure.’51 Parkinson made a profile of the landfall which was published later in his Journal of a Voyage to the South Seas. It is just as impersonal in its topographical fidelity as Cook’s description. By such means a natural-history draughtsman learned how to document a new coastline in a manner similar to the documentation of a new plant. Publication by means of engraving made the appearance of the coast available to navigators just as the publication of engravings of new plants made them available to botanists.

[image: image]

1. George Stubbs
 Kongouroo from New Holland (Kangaroo), 1772
 Oil on canvas, 60.5 x 71.5 cm
 National Maritime Museum, Greenwich, London.

Cook, the Admiralty, the Royal Society, and even Banks, in his capacity as botanist, required of draughtsmen accurate visual documents, nothing more and nothing less. But Banks, as already observed, was on his grand tour. He realized correctly that not only his friends but the whole British public would be seeking something more visually exciting than topographical and botanical documents. So he set Spöring the task and encouraged Parkinson to make views of the scenes Buchan was to have painted in the South Seas.52 Parkinson, for the most part, brought the same topographical fidelity to the work as he did to his coastal profiles. But whereas they were drawn purely for the purpose of documentation irrespective of their subject interest, the landscape views and ethnographical illustrations which Parkinson made were chosen because they were curious enough to be interesting to a virtuoso: picturesque views of waterfalls, grottoes, river and bay scenes such as any artist travelling with a grand tourist to Italy might have painted for his patron. And to this normal repertoire of picturesque subject-matter, the Pacific added many exotic and curious scenes—native houses and canoes, Tahitian dancing girls, the Polynesian marae, and so on.53 Consequently, in Parkinson’s work the appeal of picturesque scenery is mingled with the appeal of the exotic. In this regard also Parkinson’s work foreshadows that of many artists who voyaged to the Pacific in later years.

Some idea how the conflicting ideals of art and science both engaged Banks’s interest may be obtained by a study of his description of a natural arch discovered in Tolaga Bay, New Zealand:


We saw ... an extraordinary natural curiosity. In pursuing a valley bounded on each side by steep hills, we suddenly saw a most noble arch or cavern through the face of a rock leading directly to the sea, so that through it we had not only a view of the bay and hills on the other side, but an opportunity of imagining a ship or any other grand object opposite to it. It was certainly the most magnificent surprise I have ever met with; so much is pure nature superior to art in these cases. I have seen such places made by art, where from an inland view you were led through an arch 6 ft wide, and 7 ft high, to a prospect of the sea, but here was an arch 25 yards in length, 9 in breadth, and at least 15 in height.54



In this description Banks might satisfy the exacting requirements that a friend like Falconer might demand and also demonstrate as Falconer wished that nature was superior to art, but the language is nevertheless that of a young gentleman of taste vindicating his decision to go south with Cook. For Banks’s description is carefully composed like a painting: in the foreground the arch, the sea behind, the hills on either side, and to give a centre to the view, an imaginary ship.

Here was a scene that would entertain Banks’s friends. Spöring made a pencil drawing of it, full of detail but in the spirit of Banks’s picturesque description. It was later engraved with appropriate embellishments for Hawkesworth’s Voyages. Later in the voyage, however, Parkinson copied Spöring’s original drawing in outline into his sketch book and then developed for his own personal pleasure a picturesque vignette, in which Hogarth’s serpentine curves of beauty are substituted for Spöring’s topographic detail.55

About a fortnight later, they came upon a similar curiosity. At Mercury Bay a Maori pa had been built upon an arched rock surrounded by the sea at high water. Here was a curiosity which combined the appeal of the picturesque with the appeal of the exotic. ‘... what made it most truly romantic’, wrote Banks in his journal, ‘was that much the greater part of it was hollowed out into an arch, which penetrated quite through it.’56 Spöring made a sketch of the village upon the rock which was engraved for Hawkesworth’s Voyages. The engraver, however, has altered the drawing, increasing the scale of the sketch by reducing the size of the man standing on the rock to the left. Furthermore, by decreasing the size of the native craft, by adding the long boat and the native canoe in the foreground and the birds, clouds, and distant mountains, the engraver invested the scene with a grandeur Spöring’s careful drawing did not possess.

It was thus possible to adopt two attitudes to new landscapes, they could be documented faithfully after the manner of coastal profiles, or they could be composed picturesquely in the manner of geological curiosities.57 These two attitudes, revealing two types of interest in Pacific phenomena, persist in the published engravings.

Whilst Banks’s interest in the arched rocks of New Zealand does, doubtless, derive from his interest in grottoes as a feature of the gardens he had visited,58 his enthusiastic descriptions, and the engravings of them after Parkinson and Spöring, did play a part in promoting the natural grotto, as a popular item of romantic taste. Banks stressed, as we have seen, the superiority of natural grottoes to artificial grottoes. His accounts and the illustrations, through the works of Hawkesworth and Parkinson, became widely known to the European public, and were absorbed into the general context of European ideas. It is not unlikely, for instance, that they inspired the description of the enormous natural arch discovered by the shipwrecked company of Frenchmen in the fictitious Découvertes dans la mer du Sud. Nouvelles de M. de la Peyrouse.59 It was described by one of the company as follows:


J’avoue que je ne pus me défendre d’un premier mouvement d’admiration à la vue de cet étonnant ouvrage de la nature. Qu’on se figure un pont d’une seule arche de plus de 800 toises de large, d’environ 600 pieds de haut dans sa moindre élévation, et de 200 brasses au moins de longueur. La mer entroit par ce chemin jusqu’au fond de la baye, qui s’élargissant ensuite prodigieusement à droite de à gauche, formoit un magnifique bassin presque rond, d’environ quatre lieues et demie de large en tous sens.60



This description, in turn, is possibly the basis for the ‘stupendous rocks, with an arched bridge’ which August von Kotzebue two years later took as the setting for the final scene of his play on the tragic voyage of La Pérouse.61 The play was performed, in English, at Covent Garden in 1799.62

The ‘grottoes’ of New Zealand appealed directly to current rococo taste. This made their detached observation difficult. But they stimulated also Banks’s interest in geological curiosities. In his use of the botanical draughtsman, Parkinson, to depict curious New Zealand rocks is foreshadowed his later use of another botanical draughtsman, John Frederick Miller, to depict the basaltic formations of Fingal’s Cave on the Isle of Staffa. In both situations, but more particularly in the latter, the technical precision of botanical illustration was adapted to the depiction of landscape structure as a whole.

In 1772, after cancelling the projected voyage with Cook in the Resolution, Banks decided upon a visit to Iceland with the intention of examining the antiquities and topography of the island. It was on this trip that Banks visited the Isle of Staffa and wrote the first extensive scientific description of the formation known as Fingal’s Cave. It created the widest interest. In it, once again, Banks mingled the delight of a virtuoso in the oddities of nature with the objective accuracy required of a member of the Royal Society. Once again he pointed to the supremacy of the works of nature over the works of man, finding in Fingal’s Cave a measure of the limitations of classical art:


Compared to this what are the cathedrals or palaces built by men! mere models or playthings, imitations as diminutive as his works will always be when compared with those of nature. What is now the boast of the architect! regularity the only part in which he fancied himself to exceed his mistress, Nature is here found in her possession, and here it has been for ages undescribed. Is not this the school where the art was originally studied, and what has been added to this by the whole Grecian school? a capital to ornament the column of nature, of which they could execute only a model; and for that very capital they were obliged to a bush of Acanthus. How amply does nature repay those who study her wonderful works!63



But to this rhapsody upon the beauties of nature was appended a long detailed description of the basaltic formations upon the island, together with measurements. Banks’s account of Staffa was published in his friend Pennant’s Tour of Scotland (1774 edition) together with engravings after Miller, who accompanied Banks to Iceland. These engravings, like Banks’s verbal description, seek to combine documentary precision with an artist’s general impression of the natural beauties of Staffa. It is to be noted in Bending Pillars in Staffa how Miller, the draughtsman, and Mazell, a specialist in engraving subjects of natural history, have rendered the shape and articulation of the basaltic pillars with the same care and precision that they were accustomed to expend upon the illustration of a new species of plant or animal. The landscape is, in one sense, a scientific diagram, but in another sense it provides evidence of a new and more analytical approach to the beauty of nature as revealed in landscape art. For the Staffa engravings are not merely diagrams; clearly they seek to portray graphically that delighted enthusiasm in the unusual results of nature’s handiwork which runs through so many of Banks’s descriptions. Such engravings mark a distinct advance upon previous illustrations of geological curiosities, such as those provided by T. H. Tischbein to illustrate an article64
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