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James Cook and the Exploration of the Pacific

The British navigator and explorer James Cook (1728-1779) was born on the 27thof October
1728 in Marton, Yorkshire, the son of a day labourer. In 1846 he was taken on as a Merchant
Navy apprentice in Whitby on the north Yorkshire coast, working on colliers and trading ships
sailing the North Sea and the Baltic before entering the Royal Navy in 1755. Having
distinguished himself in the Seven Years’ War (1756—-1763), he received a commission to
explore the vast and still uncharted wastes of the Pacific Ocean. Two further voyages

followed before his tragic death in Hawai'i on the 14'[h of February 1779.

As recommended by the Royal Society in London — at the time the world’s leading learned
society of science — the main destination of each of the three voyages (1768-1779/80) was
the region of the Pacific known today as Polynesia. The objective of the first two voyages
were the observation of the transit of Venus from Tahiti in 1769 and the search for the
hypothetical Southern Continent Terra Australis Incognita. Cook mapped the coast of New
Zealand, the east coast of Australia and nearly the entire island world of the Pacific,
completingour modern image of the world and refuting once and for all the existence of a
mythical Southern Continent. The last of his three voyages around the world, primarily
dedicated to the quest for a Northwest Passage connecting the Pacific and Atlantic Oceans,
failed to fulfil its objective.

While James Cook’s voyages of exploration brought a wealth of new insights to Europe, they
also had an enormous cultural, religious, economic and political impact on the Southern
Pacific region. Torn between duty and conscience, Cook was keenly aware of the fact that he
and his fellow travellers were intruders. Almost inevitably, in the decades to follow, the
encounters with Europeans resulted in the evangelisation and colonisation of indigenous
peoples and their alienation and disenfranchisement. Not until recently has the tide begun to
turn thanks to indigenous self-discovery and the pursuit of political autonomy.

The Age of Enlightenment

The Enlightenment was both a movement and a state of mind that originated in 17'[h
Europe and reached its zenith in the 1gth century. Central to Enlightenment thought were the
use and the celebration of reason which came to supplant traditional doctrines — theological
or otherwise — in an effort to understand the universe and improve the human condition. This
led to the development of theology-free natural sciences that regarded humans and animals
as life forms whose organism and functioning were equally worthy of investigation. The newly
postulated values of self-determination and reason constituted a rejection of the notion of
divine providence. They empowered man to venture forth in the pursuit of knowledge and to
seek out new realms. The exploration of previously unknown regions of the world is rooted in
the heady intellectual ferment of the time. At the same time, these voyages of exploration
underpinned the Enlightenment and spurred it along. James Cook’s voyages around the
globe (1768-1779/80) yielded new insights that had a decisive impact on the advancement
of sciences in Europe.

The notion of man as naturally endowed with intelligence and reason was deeply
anthropological since it presumed the fundamental equality of all human beings. This
enlightened concept is manifest in the descriptions of encounters with different cultures
during the Cook voyages, particularly in the accounts of Georg Forster who accompanied
Cook on his second voyage. Back in Europe, this view fomented social and political reforms
that ultimately led to the people rather than the king being declared the sovereign of the
state.

—century
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First Voyage: 25 August 1768 — 12 July 1771
Ship: HMS Endeavour commanded by James Cook

Crew: 94 officers, seamen, marines and passengers, also on board were the botanists
Joseph Banks and Daniel Solander, the astronomer Charles Green and the young painter
Sydney Parkinson

Objective: Observation of the transit of Venus across the sun on 3 June 1769 in Tabhiti, secret
instructions to search for the fabled Southern Continent Terra Australis Incognita

Results: Successful observation of the transit of Venus, charting of New Zealand and the
east coast of Australia with the assistance of the priest and navigator Tupaia from Ra'iatea
(Society Islands)

Losses: Thirty men died of an infectious disease in Batavia (Jakarta)

Second Voyage: 13 July 1772 — 30 July 1775

Ships: HMS Resolution and HMS Adventure under the supreme command of James Cook,
the Adventure sailed under the command of Tobias Furneaux

Crew of the Resolution: 112 men, the scientists on board were Johann Reinhold and his son
Georg Forster, the artist was William Hodges

Crew of the Adventure: 81 men, the Pacific islander Omai was taken on board in Huahine
(Society Islands) and brought back to England

Objective: Systematic search for the Southern Continent, continuation of scientific
investigations, tests of novel navigational instruments, among them chronometers

Results: First crossing of the Antarctic Circle, definitive refutation of the existence of a
Southern Continent, charting of numerous Pacific islands

Losses: 4 dead on board of the Resolution; in 1773 eleven crew members of the Adventure
were killed in New Zealand and probably eaten

Third Voyage: 12 July 1776 — 4 October 1780

Ships: HMS Resolution and HMS Discovery under the supreme command of James Cook,
the Discovery sailed under the command of Charles Clerke

Crew of the Resolution: 112 men, the expedition artist was John Webber, among the officers
was William Bligh, later captain of HMS Bounty
Crew of the Discovery: 70 men

Objective: Investigation of the precise coordinates and extent of the American west coast
and the distance between Alaska and Asia, search for the Northwest Passage from the
American West to Europe
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Results: Even though the search for the Northwest Passage failed, the voyage gave rise to
important first encounters with indigenous populations on the northwest coast of North
America, charting of the North American coastline, collection of numerous ethnographic
items and ‘curiosities’

Losses: James Cook was killed in Kealakekua Bay in Hawai'i on 14 February 1779. After the
death of Charles Clerke, the ships returned to England under the commands of John Gore
and James King

Tierra del Fuego

The archipelago of Tierra del Fuego is separated from the southernmost tip of the South
American mainland by the Strait of Magellan. The Portuguese explorer Ferdinand Magellan,
sailing for the Spanish Crown and the first man to circumnavigate the globe, named it ‘Land
of Fire’ in 1520 for the many fires he observed as he passed the strait at night.

Cook did not enter the Strait of Magellan on his first two voyages, passing Cape Horn on the
southern side of Tierra del Fuego instead. Anchoring in the Bay of Good Success between

the 15th and the 215! of January 1769 during the first voyage, Cook met a few members of
the Ona tribe who were portrayed by the mission artists Alexander Buchan and Sydney
Parkinson.

On the 215 of December 1774, during the return journey to England, Cook’s second
expedition anchored in the Fuegan Christmas Sound before rounding Cape Horn and

reaching New Year's Harbour on the 15t of January 1775. They encountered mainly Alacaluf.
Back in England, engravings after drawings of people and landscapes by mission artist
William Hodges attracted a good deal of attention, without, however, kindling any deeper
interest in the native population.

By the end of the 19'[h century the indigenous peoples of the Ona, Haush, Yaghan and
Alacaluf had been practically exterminated by European settlers.

Tahiti (Society Islands)

Tabhiti (Otaheite) is the largest of fourteen islands located in the Society Islands archipelago.
Predominantly of volcanic origin, the group of islands was named by Cook in honour of the
Royal Society, the London learned society that defined the scientific goals of Cook’s three
voyages (1768-1779/80). Today Tahiti with its capital city of Papeete is the political centre of
French Polynesia.

Traditional Tahitian society was ruled by a hierarchically differentiated aristocracy that
claimed divine origins, a multitude of privileges and legitimised and perpetuated its control
through strict taboos. The priest and navigator Tupaia from Ra'iatea, whom Cook took on
board during the first voyage, was a member of this ruling class.

Having circumnavigated South America, Cook reached the island of Tahiti in April 1769 and
for the first time in his life made contact with South Seas islanders. Because of its central
geographical position in the South Pacific, its fertility and the largely friendly reception at the
hands of its inhabitants, Tahiti became Cook’s chief port of call. Over the course of his three
voyages he anchored in Tabhiti four times, spending a total of six months on the island. In

addition to the successful observation of the transit of Venus on the 3rd of June 1769, the
expedition scientists were able to conduct extensive research into the island’s flora and
fauna and undertake detailed ethnographic observations.
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New Zealand (Aotearoa)

New Zealand is the south-western anchor of the Polynesian Triangle. Unlike the tropical
islands of the South Pacific it enjoys a subtropical to temperate climate and commands a
comparatively large landmass of some 270,000 square kilometres (104,000 square miles —
roughly the size of the British Isles) punctuated by high volcanoes and mountain ranges with
snow-capped peaks up to 3700 metres in height.

The state of New Zealand, politically established with the signing of the highly controversial

Treaty of Waitangi on the 6th of February 1840, consists of two main islands separated by a
strait. In February 1770, during his first voyage (1768-1771), Cook became the first
European to recognise this geographical divide. Named in his honour, the Cook Strait
between the North Island and the South Island, with its modern capital of Wellington,
connects the Tasman Sea in the west with the South Pacific Ocean in the east.

Examples of the material culture of the Maori, who refer to their country as Aotearoa (The
Land of the Long White Cloud), met with utmost admiration when they first arrived in Europe,
their sophisticated craftsmanship and rich ornamentation exciting great curiosity. Encounters
with the Maori themselves, on the other hand, were only too frequently accompanied by
bloodshed. In 1642 Abel Tasman had been the first European to see New Zealand — and to
be attacked by Maoris. Cook’s visits on each of his three voyages gave rise to peaceful
exchanges as well as bloody confrontations, most of which were the result of cultural
misunderstandings. Present-day New Zealand'’s population of 4.1 million inhabitants is
multiethnic. The Maori have long become a minority in their own country.

Australia

On his first voyage, having observed the transit of Venus in Tahiti and mapped the New
Zealand coastline, Cook sailed on to Australia, reaching the south-eastern coast of the

continent on the 19t of April 1770. Since its discovery in the early 17th century by the Dutch,
Australia had been regarded as inhospitable and only its western coastline had been
charted. Cook sailed the Endeavour along the unknown eastern shore, making his first

landfall in Botany Bay on the 28th of April. There the naturalists Joseph Banks and Daniel
Solander collected a wide range of plant specimens. The next stop was Sydney Cove with its
fertile hinterland which was claimed for the British Crown as New South Wales.

The indigenous population of south-eastern Australia, who called themselves Gweagal,
showed no interest in the English or the gifts they deposited on the beach, answering any
attempt to communicate with them with a firm ‘Warra warra wai’ which translates as ‘go
away!".

Continuing northwards along the east coast of Australia towards the Great Barrier Reef, the

Endeavour ran aground on a shoal on the 11th of June 1770 and was badly damaged.
Ballast was thrown overboard and the next tide carried the ship to the shore where repairs
could be made. From Botany Bay to the passage of the Torres Strait, Cook charted more
than 3,200 kilometres of coastline. The expedition artist Sydney Parkinson drew a great
many plants and animals and overcame considerable obstacles in order to portray some of
the indigenous inhabitants of Australia.

As early as 1788 English boats carrying settlers and convicts started arriving in Sydney
Cove. More colonies were founded over the following decades, gradually establishing British
sovereignty over all of Australia and its indigenous population.

Tonga (Friendly Islands)
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In pre-colonial times there was no more formidable warrior people in Polynesia than the
Tongans. A tightly organised political system and a fleet of oceangoing double hulled sailing
canoes (tongiaki) allowed them to control vast regions of the South Pacific stretching all the
way to Samoa, Fiji and Tuvalu. United under the Tongan king, the sovereign territory of the
island kingdom was twice the size of today’s Federal Republic of Germany. In Cook’s days
these vast stretches of water with their 169 islands were inhabited by just 25,000
Polynesians. Today the Tongan isles count some 100,000 inhabitants and are among the
most densely populated Pacific islands.

Arriving in 1626, the Dutchmen Willem Schouten and Jacob Le Maire were probably the first
Europeans to make landfall in Tonga. But it was not until Cook’s voyages that a clearer
picture of the island kingdom began to emerge. Cook, who visited Tonga in 1773, 1774 and
1777, paid homage to the extraordinary hospitality of the indigenous population by naming
the archipelago the ‘Friendly Islands’. At the same time, the sizable number of weapons
collected in Tonga bears witness to the islanders’ redoubtable military prowess.

They were equally adept at resisting European colonial powers. In 1875 King George Tupou
| of the Tu’i Tonga dynasty declared Tonga a constitutional hereditary monarchy cast in the
mould of the British model, thereby ensuring Tongan sovereignty. Seated on the southern
island of Tongatapu and its capital Nuku'alofa, the Tongan monarchy is facing the challenges
of a growing pro democracy movement.

Vanuatu (New Hebrides) and New Caledonia

Although these island groups had been discovered as early as 1606 by the Portuguese, they
had not attracted any attention until their rediscovery by Cook. The Vanuatu archipelago
consists of 83 islands. In addition to the three official languages of English, French and
Bislama, more than a hundred indigenous languages are spoken, making Vanuatu the nation
with the world’s highest language density. New Caledonia comprises a large main island and
several smaller island groups. Situated on an axis with New Guinea, the territory belongs to
Melanesia but also served as a stepping stone for the Polynesian expansion.

James Cook visited Vanuatu and New Caledonia on his second voyage only, landing in

Maewo on the 17th of July 1774 and making fast for two days a week later on the south-
easternmost point of Malekula Island (Mallicolo) where he traded with the natives.
Passing the islands of Epi and Efate, Cook proceeded to the New Hebrides, anchoring in

Erramanga (Erromanga) on the 4th of August 1774. Attempts to go ashore, however, were
thwarted by the hostility of the natives, forcing the Resolution to proceed to the small island
of Tanna instead, where the crew spent two weeks restocking the ship with wood, water and
victuals. Once again the Resolution headed north, passing Malekula and circumnavigating
the island of Espiritu Santo. Then a southerly course was set for New Caledonia. There the
expedition artist William Hodges succeeded in making a few portrait studies of the

Melanesian inhabitants before sailing on to New Zealand on the 13th of September 1774.
Although Vanuatu achieved independence in 1980, it remains marked by competing English
and French influences. New Caledonia, long a French penal colony, has a unique status
between that of an independent country and a French overseas department. It is set to
decide whether to remain within the French Republic or become an independent state in a
referendum to be held between 2014 and 2019.

Easter Island (Rapa Nui)
The first Europeans set foot on the island on Easter Sunday 1722, by which time the island’s

culture had been in decline for some time. In the course of the Polynesian expansion a
hierarchical society had emerged on Rapa Nui with several tribes competing for power. The
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elaborate ceremonial stone platforms (ahu) and celebrated colossal stone statues (moai)
were erected during this early phase.

James Cook, who visited Easter Island from the 13th to the 16th of March 1774 (second
voyage) in the company of the naturalist Johann Reinhold Forster and his son Georg, saw
neither economic nor nautical use for the island. Although the decline of its culture had given
rise to palpable ecological consequences, the expedition scientists were able to undertake
valuable botanical and zoological research. William Hodges and Reinhold Forster made
drawings of the striking Easter Island stone sculptures that were to attain iconic status in
Europe.

In the mid—19th century South American slave traders abducted about half the island’s
population to mine the Peruvian guano deposits. The introduction of venereal diseases and
smallpox further added to the dramatic dwindling of the population. By 1877 only 111 people
lived on the island. In September 1882 a German Pacific expedition finally investigated the
cultural achievements and the language of Rapa Nui. The self-contained rongorongo script
has yet to be deciphered. In 1888 the island was annexed by Chile and administered under
Chilean martial law until 1967.

Marquesas

The fourteen islands of the Marquesas are situated northeast of the Society Isles and form
part of the French oversees collectivity of French Polynesia whose capital is Papeete on
Tahiti. The largest of the islands is Nuku Hiva with the capital Taiohae. The current
population of the Marquesas is approximately 8,600.

Of volcanic origin, the islands are marked by deep fertile valleys and steep densely forested
mountain ridges that end abruptly as cliffs where they meet the sea. The first European to
land on the Marquesas was Alvaro Mendana de Neira in 1595. James Cook visited and

charted the islands between the 71N and the 14 of April 1774 on his second voyage, putting
the archipelago on the map of the world.

The islands were first settled by highly skilled seafarers some 1500 years earlier. It was
probably from the Marquesas that Haway'i, the Society Islands, New Zealand and Easter
Island were first settled. Georg Foster, who visited the archipelago with Cook, was deeply
impressed with Marquesan boats and described at length a large double canoe with a crew
of up to fifty men.

In Cook’s time the Marquesas were inhabited by several, partly self-contained population
groups, most of which settled in fortified villages on the hilltops. The staple of the Marquesan
diet was the breadfruit which was processed into a paste, fermented and thus preserved for
longer periods of time. Taro was cultivated on terraced irrigated fields alongside a wide range
of other fruits and vegetables. Fishing also played an important role.

North America and Siberia

James Cook visited the northwest coast of America and the even more northerly Alaska on
his third and final voyage (1776—1779/80) which was charged with the search for the
Northwest Passage in the northern Pacific.

Having discovered Hawai'i in January 1778, Cook set the Resolution and the Discovery on
course for the North American continent, reaching and naming Cape Foulweather on the
Oregon coast under very bad weather. Proceeding northward to Vancouver Island, the ships
dropped anchor in the Nootka Sound at the end of March 1778 to chart the coast, repair a
mast and engage in exchanges with the natives. The collection of everyday items and works
of art produced by the Nuu-chah-nulth and their neighbours bears witness to the culture of
these indigenous peoples, as indeed do John Webber’s drawings and observations.
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The onward journey took them past the Aleutians and along the Alaskan coast, where
contact was made with indigenous people in Prince William Sound, Snug Corner and Cook
Inlet. Cook advanced into the Bering Strait but was defeated by pack ice. In August 1778
they spent some time with the Chukchi on the easternmost reaches of the Siberian coast
before returning to the Aleutians and then to Hawali'i in late October 1778. After Cook’s tragic

death on the 141" of February 1779 in Hawai'i, the search for the Northwest Passage in the
Arctic Sea continued the following summer but remained unsuccessful.

Hawai’i (Sandwich Islands)

The Hawaiian archipelago with the main islands of Kaua'i (Atooi), O’ahu, Maui and Hawai'i

(Owyhee) was discovered on Cook’s third voyage, on the 19th of January 1778. Here Cook
encountered a caste society that had immigrated in two waves from the Marquesas and
Tabhiti during the Polynesian expansion.

During his first visit Cook’s ship anchored off the coast of Atooi (Kaua'i), where John Webber,
the designated expedition artist, drew the village of Waimea and a ritual site (morai). The

ships then set course for the neighbouring island of Niihau, but by the 2nd of February they
were sailing in a northerly direction to search for the fabled Northwest Passage.
On his second visit to the Hawaiian archipelago Cook circumnavigated Maui to the east of

O'ahu and then the island of Hawaii itself. On the 17t of January 1779, coinciding with the
height of a local religious festival in honour of Lono, the god of peace, the Resolution and the
Discovery dropped anchor in Kealakekua Bay. Within the framework of these festivities Cook
and his crew were received with great hospitality. They left before the rule of Lono was
supplanted in an alternating cycle by that of Ku, god of war. Storm damage to a mast of one
of the ships forced them to return to Kealakekua Bay. A series of misunderstandings
escalated into a skirmish in which Cook and some members of the crew were killed on the

14" of February 1779.
Around 1800 Kamehama | subjugated the various warring chiefs to become the first king of

Hawai'i. At the end of the 19th

the 50th state. Indigenous Hawaiians — a minority in their own lands — have embarked on a
campaign to preserve their language and culture and to restore their ancient ritual sites —
often with the help of drawings by John Webber.

century Hawai'i was annexed by the USA; in 1959 it became

Johann Reinhold and Georg Forster

The two German naturalists Johann Reinhold Forster (1729-1798) and his son Georg
Forster (1754-1794) accompanied James Cook aboard the Resolution on his second voyage
(1772-1775). At the behest of the Royal Society in London they made detailed observations
of the natural history and cultures of the islands they visited and amassed extensive
collections of both natural history specimens and ethnographic artefacts.

Johann Reinhold Forster was born in Dirschau (present-day Tzcew, Poland). He studied
theology and showed a keen interest in natural history. On behalf of the Russian government
and accompanied by his ten-year-old son Georg he travelled to the German colonies on the
lower Volga in 1765. Georg’s scientific aptitude was apparent from an early age. His
outstanding skills are evident in the documentation — analytical drawings and writings as well
as systematic collections — he compiled on Cook’s second voyage, Georg Forster’s account
Voyage Round the World testifies to the naturalist’s enlightened approach. Rather than
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consider the Pacific islanders as mere ‘primitives’, he compared Tabhiti to the grandeur of
ancient Greece.

Johann Reinhold and Georg Forster were the only members of Cook’s voyages to
systematically collect items of ethnographic interest thereby documenting the material culture
of the people they encountered. Today large parts of their collection are housed in the
Ethnological Collection of Géttingen University and the Pitt Rivers Museum in Oxford. The
herbarium — a systematic collection of thousands of plant specimens — collected by father
and son is dispersed among nearly thirty institutions. Johann Reinhold Forster died destitute
in Halle (Saxony-Anhalt, Germany), his son alone and equally penniless in exile in Paris.

Sydney Parkinson (1745 — 26 January 1771) — Artist on the first voyage

Sydney Parkinson was the designated artist on James Cook’s first voyage (1768-1771). He
was invited by Joseph Banks, a botanist, member of the Royal Society and sponsor of the
expedition, who also accompanied Cook. Parkinson was to work with him and the Swedish
botanist Daniel Solander. On the voyage to Tahiti, New Zealand and along the east coat of
Australia, particularly in Botany Bay, Parkinson indefatigably, and under often extremely
difficult conditions, churned out drawings of plants and animals collected by Banks and
Solander. As the landscape painter Alexander Buchan had died before they had even
reached Tabhiti, Parkinson also shouldered the task of drawing landscapes, everyday scenes
and portraits. On the return journey, somewhere between Java and Cape Town, he
contracted dysentery and died at just twenty-six years of age.

By the time of his death the highly talented young artist had completed 280 scientific
watercolours as well as some 900 sketches and drawings which Joseph Banks had coloured
by professional artists after his return to England. By 1778 engravings had been made after
743 of Parkinson’s drawings; the planned publication, however, was abandoned. It was not
until around 1900 that roughly half of them were published by James Britten; Sydney
Parkinson’s Florilegium in 35 volumes was finally published between 1980 and 1990.

William Hodges (28 October 1744 — 6 June 1797) — Artist on the second voyage

William Hodges was the artist on James Cook’s second voyage (1772-1775). He was
selected by Lord Palmerston at the behest of the Royal Society and travelled with Cook to
Tahiti, Tonga, New Zealand, Easter Island, the Marquesas and Antarctica, producing not
only numerous monumental landscape paintings and scenes of indigenous life but also a
series of intimate portraits of Pacific islanders he encountered during his visits and of
individual expedition members. Of particular note is his vivid portrait of James Cook (see
catalogue, frontispiece). Some of his oil paintings, however, cast the Pacific in the mould of
the classical idyll and present an overly idealised view, which diminishes their ethnographic
and documentary value. Scientific drawings of plants and animals were largely the
responsibility of the naturalist Georg Forster, who had been hired as the expedition’s scientist
together with his father Johann Reinhold Forster.

After his return to England, Hodges worked up his drawings for the publication of the official
account of the expedition, and many of them enjoyed great popularity as engravings. In 1779
he left England to paint in India. A Royal Academician, he exhibited Indian and European
landscapes at the annual summer shows from 1786 to 1794. Having invested his earnings in
a bank in Dartmouth which failed during the banking crisis of March 1797, Hodges died in
poverty in Devon at the age of fifty-three.
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John Webber (6 October 1751 — 29 April 1793) — Artist on the third voyage

John Webber was the official artist on James Cook’s third expedition (1776—1780). Of Swiss
extraction — his father was a Swiss sculptor who had emigrated to London — he was born in
London but educated in Switzerland. Back in England he was chosen by Daniel Solander,
the botanist on Cook’s first voyage, ‘to capture in drawings the remarkable things of the
voyage.’

At the ports of call of Cook’s third voyage — Tasmania, New Zealand, Tonga, Tahiti, Hawai'i
and North America — Webber drew landscapes, everyday scenes, ceremonies and portraits
of the locals. In Hawai'i and during the search for the Northwest Passage in the northern
Pacific, Webber produced a large body of ethnographically important work. Moreover, his
accurate depictions of the coasts complemented Cook’s cartographic work. His precise
accounts of the encounters between Oceania and Europe — often for the first time — are of
great significance, and his depictions of ancient ritual sites have come to be valued as key
historical documents by indigenous populations seeking to investigate their cultural roots.

After his return to England he supervised the adaptation of more than 330 of his drawings
and pictures into engravings. These were published in a volume of plates that accompanied
the official account of the expedition and also in a publication entitled Views in the South
Seas. He travelled in Europe and exhibited annually at the Royal Academy. Shortly before
his death at the age of forty-two he bequeathed his collection of ‘South Sea items’ to the city
of Bern in Switzerland.



