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Abstract 

This archivally-based dissertation re-contextualizes Robert Louis Stevenson’s South Pacific 

photographic collection (1888-1894), situating it in relation to his incomplete and posthumously 

published anthropological study of the Pacific, In the South Seas (1896); his unpublished 

pamphlet about Samoan colonial conflict, “A Samoan Scrapbook”; and his wife Fanny 

Stevenson’s diary The Cruise of the ‘Janet Nichol.’ Despite the recent and ample scholarship on 

Stevenson, few critics have engaged significantly with his photography. These (usually) 

anonymous photographs, taken by different members of the Stevenson family, were intended as 

illustrations for a projected book entitled The South Seas. Although this literary project was 

never completed, a dense photographic archive remains and discloses the many functions of 

photography during Stevenson’s Pacific career. In this truly interdisciplinary dissertation, I 

recognize the interdependent relationship between Stevenson’s Pacific non-fiction and his 

family’s photographic practice and stress that the photographic project was more important to 

Stevenson’s Pacific writing than has been acknowledged previously. This dissertation addresses 

the relationship between Stevenson’s photography and non-fiction writing, and demonstrates the 

important and underlying ways in which Stevenson’s photographs are related to his written 

accounts of Pacific Islanders and their societies. Furthermore, I contribute a series of close 

readings of individual (and previously unpublished) photographs, which I contextualize in their 

appropriate literary, cultural, and historical milieu. This dissertation contributes to a limited body 

of work that addresses the intersections of Pacific photography, anthropology, and Stevenson’s 

non-fiction.  
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Note on Spelling and Diction 

In this dissertation I use the terms “South Pacific” and “Pacific Islands” instead of “the South 

Seas”: the first two are geographically more precise, while the third is a traditional one that was 

used extensively throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. I do not use the label 

“Oceania” in order to differentiate the smaller Pacific nations from the larger nations of Australia 

and New Zealand/Aotearoa. When referring to the inhabitants of the South Pacific, I use the 

terms “Pacific Islander” and “Indigenous” because although the islands to which I refer are 

mainly peopled by Polynesians, Stevenson also encountered Micronesians and Melanesians. 

Stevenson’s and his family’s spelling of the names of particular Islands and Islanders was far 

from being consistent, presumably because of difficulties in pronunciation. Thus, for the sake of 

clarity and consistency, I have regularized, except in the case of direct quotation, otherwise 

inconsistent spellings. Notable examples of spelling variations include the Stevensons’ friends in 

Butaritari who are identified as “Nantok and Natakauti,” “Nantoki and Natakauti,” and “Nan 

Tok’ and Nei Takauti”; a Tahitian chief who is identified as both “Paaeuas,” and “Paaaeua”; the 

King of Apemama who is identified as “Tembenoka,” “Tembinok,” or, alternatively “Tem 

Binoka.” Variations in the spelling of place names include: the Island of “Mariki” which is also 

referred to as “Marakei”; the Island of “Apiang” which is also referred to as “Apaiang,” or 

“Abaiang”; the Island of “Apemama” which is also referred to as “Abemama,” and the Island of 

“Penryn” which is also referred to as “Penrhyn.” In each case I have followed the lead of Neil 

Rennie, the editor of Stevenson’s In the South Seas (1998), and that of Roslyn Jolly, the editor of 

Fanny Stevenson’s The Cruise of the ‘Janet Nichol’ (2004). 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

The epistemological problems of ethnohistory are abiding. One can see beyond the frontier 

through the eyes of those who stood on the frontier and looked out. To know the native one must 

know the intruder.… In the ethnohistory of culture contact, then, we are concerned to write the 

anthropology and the history of those moments when native and intruding cultures are conjoined. 

Neither can be known independently of that moment. They are both changed by it and change all 

the subsequent moments. But then again it is extravagant hyperbole to say that we cannot know 

something of their mutual independence as well. 

  

- Greg Dening (Islands and Beaches: Discourses on a Silent Land)  

 

1.1 “Treasure Island is not in the Pacific” 

In Australia, on 14 February 1890, a reporter from the Sydney Morning Herald asked Robert 

Louis Stevenson (1850-1894) if his South Pacific travels would inform his “next work of 

fiction,” and in the same breath, wondered if the author had visited “Treasure Island.” Amused, 

presumably at the thought of visiting his famous fictional island, the Scottish author answered 

succinctly, “‘Treasure Island is not in the Pacific’” (qtd. in Terry 153). Stevenson’s emphasis on 

the fact that the tropical island setting for Jim Hawkins, Long John Silver, and a motley crew of 

buccaneers had little in common with the Pacific Islands he was currently visiting highlights the 

extent to which he was breaking away from the adventure and romance narratives that had made 

him so popular. Indeed, the journalist of the Sydney Morning Herald would have been at pains to 

find anything in common between Treasure Island (1883) and The Ebb-Tide: A Trio and 

Quartette (1894; co-authored with Lloyd Osbourne). Whereas the former is a juvenile tale of 

adventure and the search for buried treasure, the latter is a bleak and striking account of 

nineteenth-century colonial physical and moral decay in the Pacific: “Throughout the island 

world of the Pacific, scattered men of many European races and from every grade of society 
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carry activity and disseminate disease. Some prosper, some vegetate” (123).
1
 The novella’s three 

central figures, two washed up, drunken and incompetent Englishmen and one American are, “In 

the telling South Sea phrase [,]... on the beach” (124).
2
 Metaphorically and literally diseased 

(they suffer from influenza), the suicidal Herrick, the vicious Huish, and the disgraced sailor 

Davis are beachcombers who spend their days begging for food and doing odd jobs in Papeete’s 

port. Presented with the opportunity, the “three sops of humanity” (133) steal a quasi-abandoned 

ship, the Farallone, with the intention of selling its cargo of California champagne in Peru. 

Following an outbreak of smallpox, the Farallone has been abandoned at Papeete by its 

American crew with only a few “Kanakas” remaining on board.
3
 The beachcombers’ intrepid 

scheme quickly degenerates when Huish and Davis start drinking their way through the cargo. 

Before long, however, they realize that most of the champagne is fraudulent, “Bottle after bottle 

was burst, and bled mere water” (177). No longer able to profit from the stolen 

champagne/water, the men make their landfall on an uncharted island. Unbeknownst to them, 

this Island is a secret pearl fishery run by an English aristocrat named Attwater. Like a colonial 

                                                 
1
 All citations of Stevenson’s Pacific fiction are from the Oxford World’s Classic 2008 edition. All citations from In 

the South Seas are from the Penguin Classics 1998 edition.  
2
 “The beach” refers to the place where white traders lived and worked on Pacific Islands. As Roslyn Jolly explains 

in the “Explanatory Notes” to the South Sea Tales, the term is also a metonym for the whites themselves (259). In an 

1890 letter Stevenson writes: “As for the white population of [Apia] (technically, “The Beach”), I don’t suppose it is 

possible for any person not thoroughly conversant with the South Seas to form the smallest conception of such a 

society, with its grog-shops, its apparently unemployed hangers-on, its merchants of all degrees of respectability and 

the reverse” (Letters 6: 393). In In the South Seas, Stevenson remarks that “‘on the beach’” is “a South Sea 

expression for which there is no exact equivalent” (50). In their “Introduction” to Exploration and Exchange, 

Jonathan Lamb, Vanessa Smith, and Nicholas Thomas cite Stevenson’s observation. They then provide an account 

of how Greg Dening has “explored and retraversed the space of the beach as metaphor and as theater. The beach is, 

he suggests, above all a liminal space, in which two social orders intersect and neither is sovereign” (xix). In her 

article on the narratives of nineteenth-century British beachcombers “Crossing the Beach: A Victorian Tale Adrift in 

the Pacific,” Michelle Elleray observes that in most Western accounts, first encounters are overwhelmingly 

experienced by men and usually feature large crowds of Islanders. In In the South Seas, Stevenson's account of the 

meeting between Fanny Stevenson and Nan Tok’ and Nei Takauti on Butaritari provides a contrast to this literary 

convention. Fanny, strolling by herself on the beach, is approached by a single couple. The Butaritarians do not 

swarm her, but rather observe her from afar until they wish to communicate; furthermore, it is Nei Takauti, the wife, 

who leads Fanny away and urges her to smoke her pipe. This encounter is highly feminized since the husbands are 

either absent, in the case of Stevenson, or peripheral in the case of Nan Tok’. 
3
 “Kanaka” is a Polynesian word meaning man or mankind. The word was adopted by Europeans to refer to native 

Islanders. The term is often used pejoratively.  
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tyrant, Attwater ruthlessly imposes his will on the Indigenous population, whom he has brought 

to the Island to live under his control. Without a doubt, his single-minded exploitation of its 

inhabitants and natural resources mimics the colonial agenda. Not only is Attwater the Island’s 

self-appointed ruler, but he is also its missionary. Forcing his extreme version of Calvinism on 

his colonial subjects, he demands that they adopt his beliefs unquestioningly. Attwater claims 

that although he seems to be alone on the Island, surrounded by: “[e]mpty houses, empty sea, 

solitary beaches,” that “God hears the bell!” (214). His vision of universal nothingness without 

God’s grace suggests a terrifying vacuity; “religion is a savage thing, like the universe it 

illuminates,” says Attwater, “savage, cold, and bare, but infinitely strong” (204). The existential 

horror in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (1899) is partially prefigured by Attwater’s nihilism: 

“‘There is nothing here,’ – striking on his bosom – ‘nothing there’ – smiting the wall – ‘and 

nothing there’ – stamping ‘nothing but God’s grace!’” (203). Stevenson, in an 1893 letter to 

Henry James, enthuses about his novella’s “grimness”: “My dear man, the grimness of [The Ebb-

Tide] is not to be depicted in words. There are only four characters, to be sure, but they are such 

a troop of swine!” (Letters 8: 107). According to Linda Dryden in her chapter “Literary 

Affinities and the Postcolonial in Stevenson and Conrad,” The Ebb-Tide established “new 

ground on which the seeds of Conrad’s imperial skepticism were sown” (88). She observes, for 

instance, that Stevenson’s “degenerate self-seeking outcasts” (88) anticipate Conrad’s Almayer 

from Almayer’s Folly (1895) and Willems from An Outcast of the Islands (1896).    

Stevenson’s colonial fiction, such as The Ebb-Tide (1893), “The Bottle Imp” (1891),
4
 

“The Isle of Voices” (1893), and “The Beach of Falesá” (1892), repeatedly insists upon the 

                                                 
4
 “The Bottle Imp,” in addition to being published serially in the New York Herald (8 February – 1 March 1891), 

and in England’s Black and White (28 March – 4 April 1891), was translated into Samoan by the Reverend Arthur E. 

Claxton. Stevenson’s story appeared under the title “O Le Fagu Aitu” in the Samoan missionary magazine O Le Sulu 

Samoa from May – December 1891 (Jolly, “Note on the Texts” xxxvi). 
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corrupt dealings of Europeans in the South Pacific by subverting “assumptions of European 

superiority in the colonial encounter” (Dryden 86).
 
Stevenson stressed the realism of his works in 

a letter to his mentor Sidney Colvin, in September 1891: 

 [“The Beach of Falesá”] is the first realistic South Seas story; I mean with real 

South Sea character and details of life; everybody else who has tried, that I have 

seen, got carried away by the romance and ended in a kind of sugar candy sham 

epic, and the whole effect was lost – there was no etching, no human grin, 

consequently no conviction. Now I have got the smell and look of the thing a 

good deal. You will know more about the South Seas after you have read my little 

tale, than if you had read a library. (Letters 7: 161)  

Stevenson’s confident assessment of his radically “realistic” short story undoubtedly anticipates 

the praise that late twentieth-and early twenty-first century critics would direct toward “The 

Beach of Falesá,” as well as the entirety of his Pacific fictions. In Robert Louis Stevenson, 

Science and the Fin de Siècle Julia Reid observes that his Pacific writing “prophetically tackl[es] 

many issues now facing a postcolonial world, and thus seem[s] to be in tune with current critical 

and political interests” (5). An example of Stevenson’s apparent affinity with postcolonial issues 

is evidenced by his interest in the figure of the beachcomber. In Islanders: the Pacific in the Age 

of Empire, Nicholas Thomas notes that Stevenson was attracted to this “seductive literary” figure 

because the beachcomber embodied the “confusions of language and morality at the edge of 

empire.” Thomas adds that Stevenson’s relish for “cultural ‘hybridity’” would be shared, nearly 

a hundred years later, by postcolonial theorists (48). Although Thomas recognizes that Stevenson 

undoubtedly “did his bit to reproduce certain stereotypes of Pacific life [such as cannibalism]” 

(277), he maintains that more often than not Stevenson “deprives a gullible set of readers of any 
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expectation that they can now read of a primitive people of an exotic culture. What he witnessed, 

what he can report, is the upshot of around a century of generally deleterious contact” (278). 

Along similar lines, in Representing the Pacific, Rod Edmond claims that Stevenson is the 

Pacific’s “most celebrated literary figure” (18) because he “examines and moves away from the 

by now familiar tropes and conventions of representation which by the end of the century 

constituted a Pacific discourse” (18-19).
5
 Edmond’s claim about Stevenson anticipates Roger 

Robinson’s when the latter points out that Stevenson was not interested in “swashbuckling his 

way around an enchanting South Seas of Western fantasy” (32). Vanessa Smith develops this 

notion further in Literary Culture and the Pacific, when she argues that Stevenson split off from 

conventional fictional depictions of the Pacific: instead of representing the region “as an 

idealized adventure playground, realm of noble savages and cannibals, of shipwrecks and 

castaways” (13), Stevenson’s narratives “set forth the ugly legacies of colonial contact,”
 
by 

“depict[ing] the heroism of Polynesian chiefs negotiating the opportunities for allegiances of 

power instigated by European imperial competition in the Pacific” (14), notably in his 

controversial work of journalism, A Footnote to History: Eight Years of Trouble in Samoa 

(1892).
6
 This work directly criticized the British, German, and American colonial forces in 

Samoa and prompted the British High Commissioner for the Western Pacific to issue A 

Regulation for the Maintenance of Peace and Good Order in Samoa that was intended to curtail 

Stevenson’s involvement in Samoan politics (Jolly, Pacific xliii). According to Western Samoan 

                                                 
5
 This claim, however, is also a self-fulfilling prophecy: Stevenson’s canonization in Anglophone writing about the 

South Pacific is both supported and created by his inclusion in anthologies such as: Explorations and Exchange: A 

South Sea Anthology 1680-1900 (2001), Pacific Islands Writing (2007), and Strangers in the South Seas: The Idea of 

the Pacific in Western Thought, an Anthology (2013). 
6
 Undoubtedly, Smith’s reference to the Pacific as a “playground” is an allusion to R. M. Ballantyne’s The Coral 

Island (1857). The novel depicts a fictional Pacific Island as a playground for three British boys to reach maturity by 

engaging in escapades that prove their worth as imperial heroes. Nearly a century later, William Golding in Lord of 

the Flies (1954) would subvert Ballantyne’s child protagonists by turning Jack, Ralph, and Peterkin into the 

degenerate Jack, Ralph, and Piggy. 
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novelist and emeritus Professor of English (University of Auckland) Albert Wendt, Stevenson’s 

non-fiction demonstrates his “astute and perceptive and enthusiastic support for [the Samoan] 

struggle against the foreign powers and colonialism” (10).
7
  

The momentum behind the various critical interventions of Dryden, Reid, Thomas, 

Edmond, and Smith originated during the 1990s “boom” in Stevenson studies.
8
 The 1994 

centenary of the author’s death coincided (happily) with Yale University’s publication of 

Stevenson’s complete letters (in eight volumes), edited by Bradford A. Booth and Ernest Mehew, 

and the inauguration of the Journal of Stevenson Studies (University of Stirling.
9
 Currently, 

Stevenson studies cover a range of academic concerns such as Scottish studies,
10

 

postcolonialism, and modernism (Ambrosini and Dury xiv). This dynamic critical response is in 

stark contrast to the silence that surrounded Stevenson’s Pacific writing for most of the twentieth 

century. It was only in the late-1980s, with the publication of Arthur Grove Day’s Mad About 

                                                 
7
 Albert Wendt’s novel Leaves of the Banyan Tress (1979) attests to Stevenson’s iconic status in Samoa. The novel 

depicts a sickly Samoan youth who writes his autobiography with the hope of becoming an Indigenous version of 

Stevenson. 
8
 In the years following his death in Samoa in 1894 and well into the twentieth century, Stevenson’s authorial 

reputation hovered precariously between his adult sensational novel, Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde (1886) 

and the juvenile adventure tale, Treasure Island (1883). Richard Ambrosini and Richard Dury, leading scholars in 

Stevenson studies, provide comprehensive histories of the critical reception of Stevenson’s writings in Robert Louis 

Stevenson: Writer of Boundaries (2006) and European Stevenson (2009). Moreover, Richard Dury, in his 

contribution to the online Robert Louis Stevenson Archive (a scholarly resource attached to the RLS Website) offers a 

rigorous study of the late-Victorian, Edwardian, and Modernist rejection of Stevenson’s work. He explains that 

following this exclusion from the canon, Stevenson was “reinstated” within academia at the close of the twentieth 

century. Dury points to the numerous studies which emerged during the 1980s; these include: Roger Swearingen’s 

The Prose Writings of Robert Louis Stevenson (1980), Paul Maixner’s Robert Louis Stevenson: the Critical Heritage 

(1981), Barry Menikoff’s Robert Louis Stevenson and the Beach of Falesá (1984), and William Veeder and Gordon 

Hirsch’s edited collection of essays Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde: After One Hundred Years (1988). Of equal significance 

was Jenni Calder’s edition of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde (1979), which also included “The Beach of Falesá” and The 

Ebb-Tide. These last two texts had been out-of-print for several years (“Robert Louis Stevenson’s Critical 

Heritage”). 
9
 The Journal of Stevenson Studies published its ninth volume in 2012. The University of Edinburgh’s New Edition 

of the Collected Works of Robert Louis Stevenson began in 2009 and will consist of thirty-nine volumes.  
10

 In the run-up to Scotland’s 2014 independence referendum, Stevenson’s Scottish identity has taken on added 

ideological weight. Responsibility for domestic government in Scotland was given over to the Scottish parliament in 

Edinburgh in 1999 by British Prime Minister Tony Blair’s Labour Party administration, and in 2007 the Scottish 

National Party was voted into office. Scottish nationalism has combined with Edinburgh’s status as a UNESCO 

World City of Literature (2004) to reinvigorate Stevenson’s popular status as a national author. For example, as the 

Scottish equivalent to Bloomsday (the day when Dubliners commemorate James Joyces’ Ulysses) Edinburgh has 

celebrated, since 2012, “RLS Day” on 13 November.  
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Islands (1987), a survey of several writers who had travelled and written about the Pacific, and 

Robert Hillier’s The South Seas Fiction of Robert Louis Stevenson (1989) that studies on 

Stevenson’s work in the Pacific began appearing. Academics began examining the writings 

produced during his travels (from 1888 to 1890 he undertook three separate cruises), and during 

his residence in Samoa (1890 to 1894). Between 1888 and 1894, Stevenson produced a large 

body of work focusing on Pacific issues: a novel (The Wrecker), a novella (The Ebb-Tide), two 

works of non-fiction (In the South Seas and A Footnote to History), a volume of short stories 

(Island Nights’ Entertainment), as well as pamphlets (including “A Samoan Scrapbook”), public 

letters to the London Times, poems, and ballads.
11

 

Despite Stevenson’s firmly established position in the Anglophone canon of South 

Pacific literature, a large gap remains: Stevenson’s Pacific photographic practice and collection.  

Aside from cursory examinations, Stevenson’s large photographic collection – vital to the 

composition of In the South Seas (1896), “A Samoan Scrapbook” (Beinecke Rare Book & 

Manuscript Library, Yale University), and Fanny Stevenson’s The Cruise of the ‘Janet Nichol’ 

(1914; 2004) – has been generally overlooked, and has yet to receive detailed treatment.
12

 Only 

two previous efforts to address Stevenson’s photography head-on precede this dissertation: 

Alanna Knight’s R.L.S. In The South Seas: An Intimate Photographic Record (1986), and more 

                                                 
11

 In the Pacific Stevenson did not limit himself to Pacific themes: the Scottish historical romance The Master of 

Ballantrae was finished and published in 1889, his collection of essays Across the Plains with Other Memories and 

Essays appeared in 1892, and Catriona (the sequel to Kidnapped [1886]) was published in 1893.  
12

 Although there has been a dearth of academic engagement with Stevenson’s photography, in 2003-2004 the 

Scottish National Portrait Gallery hosted “Navigating Stevenson: Digital artworks by Sara Gadd” (31 January 2003 

– 11 May 2003). “Navigating Stevenson” consisted of nine monochromatic large-scale digital 3D artworks by Gadd, 

a British digital photographer, which were exhibited alongside Stevenson’s Pacific photograph albums (displayed in 

glass cases). Gadd’s digital pieces rework Stevenson’s original analogue photographs and remove all people from 

them, leaving the images practically empty save for one or two objects. Gadd’s images can be viewed at: 

www.saragadd.com. 
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recently, Ann C. Colley’s “Lighting Up the Darkness,” a chapter in her Robert Louis Stevenson 

and the Colonial Imagination (2004).  

Knight’s study combines passages from In the South Seas (and other published accounts 

from Fanny Stevenson, Lloyd Osbourne, and Margaret Stevenson) with photographs from The 

Writers’ Museum photograph album collection. While Knight correctly stresses the importance 

of photography during Stevenson’s travels the study’s merit is, unfortunately, undermined by 

editorial problems. Not only are the photographic reproductions of very poor quality, but many 

of them are incorrectly or inadequately captioned. In addition to this editorial clumsiness, Knight 

over-stresses the archive’s biographical use. In claiming, for instance, that the photographs 

“bring vividly to life Stevenson the writer and champion of lost causes” (26), Knight implies that 

the photographs unequivocally support the myth of Stevenson as a self-exiled, sickly bohemian 

traveller. Equally troubling is the book’s vague introduction which displays a limited knowledge 

of nineteenth-century photography and fails to contextualize the actual collection. Knight 

introduces Stevenson’s photographic practice by rehearsing the narrative of the medium’s 

genesis: beginning with Niepce’s 1826 invention, moving on to Talbot’s 1834 experiments, and 

finishing with Scott Archer’s 1851 wet-collodion process. This account of early nineteenth-

century photography is not directly relevant to Stevenson’s particular Pacific practice; more 

obvious, and of more direct significance, is the vast amount of travel, documentary, and tourist 

photography produced in the Pacific colonies during the final decades of the century – that is, 

during Stevenson’s own literary and photographic career. As Max Quanchi notes in his keynote 

address to the 2007 conference “A Single Visual History of Oceania, New Zealand and 

Australia” (University of Otago, NZ) the earliest known photographs depicting the Pacific and 

Pacific Islanders date from the 1840s in New Caledonia and from the 1850s in French Polynesia 
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(12). According to Duncan Forbes in his “Introduction” to the exhibition catalogue Navigating 

Stevenson, the earliest photographs from Samoa are dated from the 1860s (10).  Forbes 

evocatively describes the makers of these early photographs as “an ad hoc assemblage of 

travelling amateurs, missionaries, and imperial officials.” He also remarks that “Commercial 

photographers began working in the region in the final decades of the century and catered in a 

more systematic fashion to the burgeoning tourist trade” (10). Thus, in her insistence on the 

history of photographic technologies in the metropole, Knight overlooks the important context of 

colonial photography. 

Although Knight ostensibly foregrounds the significance of photography during the 

Stevensons’ cruises’ the arbitrary placement of photographs next to Stevenson’s letters and 

excerpts from In the South Seas that do not directly refer to their content is, to say the very least, 

perplexing. Furthermore, Knight’s intrusive captions to several of the photographs defy the 

authority of their original captions: for example, in the photograph of a young bare breasted girl, 

Knight’s caption reads, “‘A pretty, little, stalwart minx’” (173). This caption, however, is not a 

caption at all, but is rather lifted from one of Stevenson’s letters to Sidney Colvin, written aboard 

the Janet Nicoll in the spring of 1890: “One pretty, little, stalwart minx, with a red flower behind 

her ear” (Letters 6: 389). While Stevenson’s letter recounts a visit to Savage Island (Niue), the 

photograph is actually of a Tahitian girl (Stevenson’s caption for the photograph in the album is 

“Tahitian girl”). Knight’s caption is either a mistake, or is a deliberate collapsing of the 

photographed girl with the girl in Stevenson’s letter; moreover, it seemingly reflects a disdain for 

the geographical and cultural diversity of the Pacific, in favour of a generalized and 

homogeneous Pacific, in which Tahitians and Savage Islanders are interchangeable.
13

 

                                                 
13

 Heather Waldroup makes a similar error in her article on Fanny Stevenson’s diary The Cruise of the ‘Janet 

Nichol.’ She claims that the photograph “Natives Dancing” depicts Islanders from Manihiki when in fact the 
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Whereas Knight does not provide sufficient historical and geographical context for the 

study of Stevenson’s photographs, Colley risks straining the potential association between 

Stevenson’s use of photography and the metaphor of “‘lighting up the darkness’” (Colonial 100). 

While I am sympathetic to Colley’s attention to the photograph collection, especially when she 

stresses that Stevenson’s own commentary on the photographs is “scattered and generally 

overlooked” (Colonial 99), her efforts at drawing analogies between Stevenson’s literary 

imagination and the development of a photographic negative are tenuous. According to this 

analogy, “Stevenson develops his images and his prose from a background of shade and 

shadows. Just as the photograph emerges from a negative, so do his words and images 

materialize in the dark” (Colonial 99). On the one hand, Colley suggests that Stevenson’s interest 

in the medium is metaphoric, experimental, and artistic; on the other, she rehearses the medium’s 

familiar link with Victorian disciplinary force. Stevenson’s use of the camera’s flash “revealed 

what was concealed and brought the subject into the photographer’s territory... [I]t had the 

capability to mimic the search lights from the colonial gunships which would suddenly 

illuminate an unsuspecting Pacific village or bay as a display of force” (Colonial 125). This last 

statement gestures towards the common discourse which essentializes the colonial camera as an 

instrument of violence. Colley appears to imply that Stevenson used the medium in order to 

possess, or discipline his Pacific subject and gives the example of the photograph depicting 

dancers from Little Makin: “[the dancers] are clearly [the camera’s] subjects and vassals to its 

lens” (Colonial 124). In contrast to this analysis which characterizes the dancers as slaves to the 

desires of the disembodied camera, in Chapter Three I provide an alternative, detailed reading of 

                                                                                                                                                             
photograph represents a dance on the Island of Butaritari. This error (and the resulting interpretive muddle) might 

have been avoided had Waldroup simply consulted The Writers’ Museum archive.  
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this same photograph and argue that it can, in fact, be interpreted as a moment of agency for the 

dancers rather than as evidence for the camera’s domineering and objectifying potential. 

In her commitment to interpret Stevenson’s impulse to photograph as both a metaphor for 

the acquisition of knowledge and as a potential apparatus of colonial surveillance, Colley ignores 

the physical, tangible characteristics of the photographs themselves. Strikingly, she never 

discusses any of the nine reproductions included in her study in any individual or substantial 

detail. Instead, she uses the images as illustrations for remarks such as, “Some [photographs] 

caught fleeting episodes… Others featured the landscape and frequently registered the 

Stevensons’ presence” (Colonial 119, 121). Colley’s reduction of the photographs to “fleeting 

episodes” or metaphors for the play of light and darkness insufficiently accounts for such a large 

body of archival materials; moreover, this figurative understanding cannot possibly do justice to 

geographical, temporal, and contextual particularity.  

Unlike Knight’s and Colley’s approaches, which ground their accounts of Stevenson’s 

photography in his literary texts, I have worked outwards from the objects of my study, from the 

archive itself.
14

 In this way, my dissertation recognizes, reflects, and is directly drawn from the 

complexity of specific objects. My treatment of Stevenson’s photographic representation 

purposefully addresses the concrete production and use of photographs in his textual production, 

while also using the images as a point of departure to engage with theoretical issues associated 

with the representation of the Pacific Islands and Islanders. This dissertation is the result of 

archival research into Stevenson’s Pacific photograph albums undertaken at The Writers’ 

Museum which possesses the four albums on which the Stevenson family collaborated in the 

                                                 
14

 This approach is somewhat akin to Laura Ann Stoler’s method of reading colonial archives in Along the Archival 

Grain. Stoler explains that she “treat[s] archival documents not as the historical ballast to ethnography, but as a 

charged site of it” (47). Her study is an important reminder that archives are not passive records, not simply 

“accounts of actions or records of what people thought happened. They are records of uncertainty and doubt in how 

people imagined they could and might make the rubrics of rule correspond to a changing imperial world” (4). 
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Pacific. In all, the albums contain approximately six hundred photographs depicting the family’s 

Pacific travel and their residency in Samoa.
15

 At a practical level, there are several issues that 

accompany a study of these family albums: the relatively unknown origins of the albums (their 

exact dates of acquisition by The Writers’ Museum); the difficulty in attributing specific authors 

to certain photographs; the uncertainty of the identity of the hands responsible for writing the 

captions that accompany the photographs; the poor quality and deterioration of many of the 

photographs; and last but not least, the significant fact that Stevenson himself is not the attributed 

photographer of any these images.
16

 The range and complexity of these questions, however, does 

not deter me from situating the albums within Stevenson’s Pacific oeuvre since, by the time these 

albums were being created, Stevenson had a clear project in mind. He was conceptualizing and 

directing a definitive photographically illustrated book about the South Pacific, The South Seas.
17

 

                                                 
15

 The acronym “LSH” which precedes item numbers refers to “Lady Stair’s House” – the historic building of The 

Writers’ Museum. LSH album 150/91 contains fifty-four pages and includes eighty-two individual photographs. The 

album’s measurements are: H 38 cm x W 28 cm x D 4 cm. These photographs, taken during the cruise of the Casco, 

depict peoples and events from the Marquesas Islands, Tahiti, and the Hawai’ian Islands. LSH album 151/91contains 

fifty-eight pages and includes ninety-three individual photographs. The album’s measurements are: H 37 cm x W 31 

cm x D 3 cm. As well as containing photographs depicting events and peoples in Samoa, the album includes 

watercolour, pen, and ink sketches. On 15 July 1931 William Ashbury Bailey purchased the album at Sotheby’s 

London. Bailey presented the album to the RLS Club. Inside the album cover there is a heraldic book-plate “Ex 

Libris Keith Melville Balfour.” LSH album153/91contains fifty-four pages and includes eighty-one individual 

images. The album’s measurements are H 38.5 cm x W 28 cm x D 4 cm. The photographs depict peoples and events 

on various islands connected with the Janet Nicoll cruise. LSH album 149/91 has an embossed title on its cover: 

“Cruise of the Equator.” It has one-hundred pages and two hundred and forty eight individual photographs. The 

album’s measurements are H 38.5 cm x W 55 cm: D 5.5 cm. The photographs depict peoples and events on various 

Islands connected with the Equator cruise. Lloyd Osbourne donated this album to the RLS Club on 19 February 

1935. The RLS Club minutes for 19 February 1935 record Osbourne’s donation of “one big portfolio of photographs 

I took during our two years’ cruising in the Pacific before settling definitely in Samoa.”  
16

 In 2008 the then-curator of The Writers’ Museum wrote to Roger Swearingen, a specialist of Stevenson museum 

archives, and asked him who he thought might be responsible for writing some of the photographs’ captions in the 

albums. In his response, Swearingen appears to be referring to albums LSH 150/91 and/or LSH 151/91 since the 

handwriting of LSH 149/91 and LSH 153/91 is unmistakably Stevenson’s: “it is pretty certainly Belle's hand. At 

Silverado [the Stevenson Museum at Silverado, California] we have a bunch of scrapbooks similarly annotated. She 

might well have done it all with the help of Fanny, in the late 1890s or in Santa Barbara; for of course she was not, 

herself, along on the voyages depicted. Lloyd was away from California during most of this period, and especially 

after Fanny's death relations between him and Belle were for a time not too cordial owing to disputes over who 

deserved to own what in relation to RLS.” 
17

 In “A Frenchman and a Scot in the South Seas: Paul Gauguin and Robert Louis Stevenson,” Belinda Thomson 

notes that Sam McClure “commissioned [Stevenson] to write regular letters describing the experience of his voyage 

and to make a photographic record, which would be syndicated around the world” (58; my italics). While I have not 
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Regardless of the fact that Stevenson’s photographic practice was undoubtedly collaborative, he 

presented himself as the single author of the photo-literary project and at times took photographs 

by himself. For instance, he informs Fanny in a letter that during his trip alone to Molokai’s leper 

colony he took his camera: “[I] set on foot across the promontory, carrying my wrap and the 

camera” (Letters 6: 306).
18

 For this reason, I consider Stevenson as the maestro or the 

orchestrator of the project.
19

 In an 1889 letter to Sidney Colvin, he tacitly alludes to the 

importance of the photography-scheme to The South Seas project: “it would be madness to come 

home now, with an imperfect book, no illustrations to speak of, no diorama, and perhaps fall sick 

again by autumn” (Letters 6: 275). The importance of photography recurs in a letter to his friend 

Charles Baxter: “You will,” he informs Baxter, “receive a lot of mostly very bad proofs of 

                                                                                                                                                             
found many references to the planning of the photographic project prior to the Stevensons’ departure for the Pacific 

there are, nonetheless, a few. For instance, in Robert Louis Stevenson: Finding Treasure Island Angelica Shirley 

Carpenter writes: “[McClure and Stevenson] hatched a fantastic scheme: McClure would charter a yacht for Louis, 

paying expenses for a South Pacific cruise, and Louis would send back travel reports to be published in the United 

States and Britain. Lloyd, they decided, would take photos on the trip and record sounds with a recording 

phonograph” (75; my italics). Not only does Carpenter refer to the photographic project but she also adds that there 

was a phonographic component to the project. The detail of the phonograph reappears in Aldyth Morris’s one-man 

play entitled Robert Louis Stevenson: appointment on Moloka’i in which the fictionalized Stevenson addresses the 

audience and explains his plans in the Pacific: “‘Sam McClure sees his chance to underwrite a voyage to the South 

Seas in return for my travel letters, which he can syndicate, and, on our return, the illustrated lectures he can book 

across America. Lloyd is commissioned to record the sights and sounds with camera and phonograph’” (24; my 

italics). While these authors do not cite their sources for these references to Stevenson’s camera and phonograph, I 

presume that they are based on Sam McClure’s own description in My Autobiography (1914). In this book, McClure 

recalls how he and Stevenson planned the Pacific cruise and its commercial outcome: “We planned that when he 

came back he was to make a lecture tour and talk on the South Seas; that he was to take a phonograph along and 

make records of the sounds of the sea and wind, the songs and speech of natives, and that these records were to 

embellish his lectures” (qtd. in Terry 126; my italics). 
18

 While I acknowledge the collaborative nature of Stevenson’s photographic production, I argue that he did not 

conceive of The South Seas as a collaborative work; thus, I refer to “Stevenson’s photography” or “Stevenson’s 

photographic practice” as a catch-all for “the photography of the Stevenson family,” unless I am specifically 

discussing another family member such as Lloyd Osbourne, Joseph Strong, or Fanny Stevenson.  
19

 In the South Seas contains few references to photography, but when Stevenson does mention the practice he is 

always a participant. For instance, on 14 July 1889 in Apemama he writes: “We had come, thinking to photograph 

him [King Tembinoka] surrounded by his guards, and at first word of the design his piety revolted. We were 

reminded of the day – the Sabbath, in which thou shalt take no photographs – and returned with a flea in our ear, 

bearing the rejected camera” (174-175). Later on, they appear to have managed to photograph the King and his 

guards since there exists a series of photographs depicting Tembinoka in military garb (LSH 14991pr24b,c; 

14991pr26b; 14991pr29a). On another occasion, he explains the challenge of orchestrating a photographic series of 

the King of Butaritari, Tebureimoa and members of his army: “an amateur photographer reviewed, arrayed, and 

adjusted them, to see his dispositions  change before he reached the camera” (177). A photograph of this shoot 

survives (LSH 14991pr07a).  
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photographs: the paper was so bad. Please keep them very private, as they are for the book. We 

send them, having learned so dread a fear of the sea, that we wish to put our eggs in different 

baskets” (Letters 6: 211). That same day, he writes in a similar vein to Anne Jenkin, asking her 

to keep the vulnerable photographs safe: “we are all so impressed with the happy-go-lucky 

character of navigation in these squally, wild, ill-charted and unlighted seas, that we are sending 

home photographs and copies of diary, not to have all our eggs in the same basket” (Letters 6: 

212). His family photograph albums are directly linked to The South Seas (1890) through the 

photographs’ descriptive captions (the lengths of these vary from a single word to several 

sentences and usually include the subjects’ names and locations), and marginalia (such as 

arrows, large “Xs,” and references to page numbers to indicate which photographs were being 

considered as illustrations for Stevenson’s writing). In addition to the four albums, a fifth 

photograph album – which has never been referred to by Stevenson scholars – contains important 

photographs of Samoans taken by Stevenson’s son-in-law Joseph Strong. Stevenson composed 

an unpublished manuscript “A Samoan Scrapbook” that directly referred to Strong’s Samoan 

photographs, taken at the same time as those found in this fifth album.  

Throughout this dissertation, I examine the complex results of the convergence between 

Stevenson’s written transcription of his travels and his family’s collaborative photographic 

representation of travel and encounter, by reading Stevenson’s nonfiction prose in relation to the 

photograph archive.
20

 It is misleading – albeit tempting – to suggest a consistency in these 

photographic visions; rather, I foreground the photographs as material documents, traces of a 

                                                 
20

 The urge to specify a photographic author prevails even in The Writers’ Museum’s own records: the digital 

database indicates the “maker” of the photographs as either “Osbourne, Lloyd” or as “unknown.” While in some 

specific cases a photographer can be deduced from records, the ambiguity and lack of justification for this labelling 

results in, what I suggest is, unnecessary and unproductive confusion. For, if Osbourne is supposedly the “maker” of 

so many photographs then why not attribute the entire collection to him? Although it may be unsettling to have to 

deal with texts whose “maker” remains “unknown,” I suggest that a more productive approach is to consider the 

inextricable and intangible presence of co-authors in the act of collaboration. 
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process of knowledge-in-the-making. The collection – a visual repository of travel – invites a 

variety of interpretative frameworks. The photograph collection is thus the product of intense 

familial collaboration, situated in the context of nineteenth-century visual anthropology and 

colonial photography.
21

  

Despite Stevenson’s active interest in and use of photography – not to mention the 

medium’s role in the tradition of representing colonial encounter in the Pacific – literary and 

photography historians (and the general public) have rarely had the opportunity to view this 

extensive personal archive. In 1996, approximately thirty photographs from the collection were 

enlarged, framed, and displayed on the walls of The Writers’ Museum gallery. A year prior to 

their permanent conservation in 2002, the albums were digitized on iBase (a sophisticated image 

database that permits the viewing and the manipulation of the photographs at an extremely high-

resolution), and in 2001-2002 one hundred photographs were made available to the Scran project 

(a Scottish online learning resource which collects images from museums, galleries, and 

archives); following this important conservation effort, in 2010 a selection of one hundred 

images became publicly available on Capital Collections (the image library of the City of 

Edinburgh’s libraries, galleries, and museums). While these digital exhibitions undoubtedly 

increased access to the collection, they also severely de-contextualized the images, detaching 

them from their original album context: the management of the photographs has been 

characterized by a lack of documentation of the albums’ production or functional context, which 

belies an assumption that they are simple uncomplicated repositories. Significantly, the albums 

contain dozens of relevant annotations that attest to the photographs’ intertextual and paratextual 

                                                 
21

 While my dissertation does not focus on commercially produced photographs that are included in the Stevenson 

albums it is important to acknowledge these images that were produced by professional photographers residing and 

working in the Pacific. As an amateur photographer and avid collector of commercial photographs, Stevenson was 

certainly part of the mainstream.  
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relationships with several of Stevenson’s written manuscript collections; moreover, Stevenson’s 

marginalia directly reference the pagination of an as-yet-unidentified manuscript, highlighting 

the co-terminous relationship of the albums, the enclosed photographs, and a large amount of 

written material.  

The photographs resulting from Stevenson’s Pacific travels are included in four albums, 

one for each of the three cruises (on board the Casco, the Equator, and the Janet Nicoll) and one 

covering the family’s life in Samoa. The photographs are varied, ranging from amateur snapshots 

– taken using a buttonhole camera – to good quality prints produced by commercial 

photographers in Tahiti, Honolulu, and Samoa. The photographs document daily life in the 

Islands, missionaries, traders, beachcombers, as well as buildings, costumes, trading, landscapes, 

and events taken indoors, and at night. As Forbes points out, the albums “hover” between 

“different kinds of record: the Victorian travelogue, the family portrait and the story of a famous 

life” (10). In her essay contribution to the exhibition catalogue Navigating Stevenson, “Absolute 

Balm for the Weary,” Elaine Greig also refers to the albums as “a complex and engaging visual 

travelogue” (15).  

Regardless of photography’s import during Stevenson’s Pacific cruises there has been – 

amidst a vibrant re-evaluation of his Pacific writings – a critical gap concerning his photographic 

collection. The lack of engagement is perhaps due to the multiple methodological difficulties that 

accompany a study of this particular archive. For instance, it has not been sufficiently 

acknowledged that, during his period of Pacific travel, Stevenson worked in close collaboration 

with his step-son Lloyd Osbourne, his son-in-law Joseph Strong, and his wife Fanny Stevenson. 

Although there are numerous references to the act of taking photographs in Stevenson’s, 

Osbourne’s, and Fanny’s personal correspondence, these individuals do not articulate their 
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intentions or purposes in any straightforward manner. Stevenson himself does not offer a 

convenient theory of photography, in the way that he elaborates on his conception of evolution, 

literary realism, or history. Hence, rather than examine what was a significant mode of 

representing Islanders and encounter, critics fall back on deploying the photographs  as evocative 

biographical adornments. This dissertation departs from the urge to read photographs as 

biographies by attending to the historical and geographical particularities of Stevenson’s 

photographic practice. This necessitates recognizing that the nineteenth-century Pacific was 

anything but a homogeneous colonial region, and represented instead an array of 

“colonialisms.”
22

  

Two important conceptual threads run throughout each of the following five chapters: the 

theme of photographic collaboration and the role of photography during moments of cross-

cultural encounter. Chapter Two establishes the historical framework for the remainder of the 

dissertation by outlining the textual history of Stevenson’s major work about the South Pacific, 

In the South Seas. Although Stevenson was initially attracted to the Pacific because of the 

beneficial effects that the region’s climate might have on his fragile health, he also had plans for 

an ambitious literary project: a definitive and comprehensive photographically illustrated history 

of the Pacific. “By the time I am done with this cruise,” he wrote, “I shall have the material for a 

very singular book of travels: masses of strange stories and characters, cannibals, pirates, ancient 

legends, old Polynesian poetry; never was so generous a farrago” (Letters 6: 312). Stevenson’s 

                                                 
22

 For instance, while Stevenson’s photographs of the Marquesas and Tahiti (annexed by the French in 1842) might 

fall under the category of colonial, those that were taken in the Gilbert Islands would not since those Islands were 

independent states. The question of whether or not the term “colonial” can apply to Stevenson’s photography 

resonates with Michelle Keown’s description of the critical debate concerning the utility of the term “postcolonial” 

in the Pacific context: “While some nations of the Pacific (such as Samoa and Papua New Guinea) are ‘post-

colonial’ in the strictly historical sense, others (such as Tahiti and Guam) remain European or US colonies; some 

(such as Aotearoa/New Zealand and New Caledonia) are settler colonies with Indigenous populations; and some 

(such as the Cook Islands) have chosen self-government in continued political association with a former colonial 

power” (24).  



 

 

18 

 

goal to produce the magnum opus on the history, society, traditions, and culture of the Pacific 

did not come to fruition and remained incomplete at the time of his death in 1894. The work was 

edited and published – under the title of In the South Seas – two years later by his long-time 

friend and mentor Sidney Colvin.  

Since the 1980s, Stevenson scholars have examined In the South Seas as an important 

contribution to the burgeoning discipline of anthropology at the end of the nineteenth century. 

While these studies have illuminated important aspects of Stevenson’s work in the Pacific that 

were largely ignored by critics throughout most of the twentieth century, I argue that these 

studies repeatedly by-pass the significant role that Stevenson’s photographic practice played in 

the construction of his anthropological project. I build on Laavanyan Ratnapalan’s suggestion in 

“Stevenson’s anthropology of the Pacific Islands” that Stevenson’s anthropological method was 

influenced by phenomenology, and offer a selection of close readings of In the South Seas which 

stress Stevenson’s phenomenological approach to vision. This understanding of Stevenson’s 

vision aligns with my approach to his photographic practice, as one that offered possibilities for 

intimate encounters with Islanders.  

Following my examination of the representation of vision in In the South Seas, Chapter 

Three provides close readings of six discrete photographic clusters. These photographs, the 

results of the intense collaboration between Stevenson and his step-son Lloyd Osbourne, gave 

rise to a rich and diverse photographic practice. My case studies contextualize the photographs 

textually and historically, and demonstrate the ways in which the Stevensons’ photographic 

practice allowed for and impacted their meeting and relationships with Islanders. 

Chapter Four focuses on Stevenson’s textual and photographic collaboration with his 

step-son-in-law Joseph Strong. During his stay in Honolulu, Stevenson began writing “A 
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Samoan Scrapbook,” a short text based directly on Strong’s photographs of Samoa. This 

unpublished manuscript is an indispensable text in the study of Stevenson’s relationship to 

photography since it foregrounds his engagement with the relationship between colonialism and 

photography.  

Chapter Five illuminates the complexities attending the photo-literary collaboration 

between Fanny Stevenson and her famous husband. Fanny’s diary from the cruise of the Janet 

Nicoll, the Stevenson’s third Pacific cruise, published under the title The Cruise of the ‘Janet 

Nichol’ (1914, 2004) plays a crucial role in my efforts to reconstruct Stevenson’s photographic 

project. Not only does Fanny’s published diary provide numerous references to her family’s 

collaborative photographic practice, but The Cruise of the ‘Janet Nichol’ was published with 

numerous photographs from the Stevensons’ personal photograph collection. Specifically, I read 

Fanny’s representation of her matrimonial partnership through the lens of Vanessa Smith’s 

engagement with Lévi-Strauss’s notion of the bricoleur. In turn, my analysis of Fanny as a 

Pacific bricoleuse informs my interpretation of Roslyn Jolly’s 2004 edition of The Cruise of the 

‘Janet Nichol.’ I understand Jolly’s editorial role as a form of collaboration that effectively 

underscores the latent photographic materiality of Fanny’s published diary. Thus, I re-situate 

Fanny’s diary within a series of texts, in an effort to reconstruct and recuperate the Stevensons’ 

photographic practice from critical obscurity.  

1.2 Colonial Photography: “a thing of mere shreds and tatters”
23

 

In his important monograph, Worlds Apart: A History of the Pacific Islands, Ian C. Campbell 

stresses the lack of distinction “between pre-European and European Pacific history” (61), and 

remarks that “European exploration of the Pacific was undertaken for complicated reasons, not 

                                                 
23

 Christopher Pinney uses this evocative phrase in his book Coming of Photography in India (383) in order to 

undercut the concept of the colonial archive as a monolithic category. 
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for any single one” (61).
24

 For Campbell, the use of the term “exploration” remains problematic 

since it “impl[ies] deliberate, systematic investigation,” and often gets “misapplied to much of 

the process [of exploration]” (61). Similarly to Campbell’s emphasis on the vagueness of the 

term “exploration,” Margaret Jolly and Serge Tcherkézoff in their “Prelude” to Oceanic 

Encounters argue that the phrase “first contact” is also repeatedly misused. According to them, 

the phrase “first contact” privileges the “meeting of Pacific peoples and Europeans, by 

perceiving these as unprecedented, as ‘firsts’” (1). Instead, they stress that the archeological 

record reveals a lengthy history of contact and exchange between speakers of different South 

Pacific languages dating back to approximately 50, 000 BCE (1). Jolly and Tcherkézoff further 

subvert the notion of “first contact” by highlighting its limited relevance to the study of 

European “exploration”: “by focusing on physical contact as the critical originary moment, we 

can forget all those imaginative and mediated encounters which preceded the brush of bodies” 

(3). In fact, preceding “physical contact” was the ancient “imaginative” myth of the southern 

continent. Campbell explains that:  

The ancient geographer Ptolemy had asserted [the] existence [of the southern 

continent], and his theory seemed to be confirmed by stories told by the 13
th

- 

century Italian traveller Marco Polo about the land of ‘Beach.’ However, the 

southern continent that was looked for by the Spanish and Dutch had a different 

pedigree.…. The 17
th

- and 18
th 

- century ‘sightings’ in the extreme southeast 
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 My brief survey of the history of European exploration in the South Pacific focuses primarily on British 

expeditions; however it should be noted that Campbell begins his account of “The Age of European Discovery” in 

1521, the date at which the Spaniard Ferdinand Magellan crossed the Pacific Ocean. Campbell explains that Spanish 

navigators discovered the Marshall and Mariana Islands, the Caroline and Gilbert Islands, the Solomon Islands and 

the Marquesas Islands (62). At the start of the seventeenth century, the Dutch laid commercial claims to certain 

Pacific Islands: “There were two such commercial voyages… the first by Jacob Le Maire and Willem Schouten in 

1615-16, then by Jacob Roggeveen in 1721-22” (64). In 1642-43, Abel Tasman “entered the Pacific in search of 

potential trade by passing south of Australia” (64). The British presence in the Pacific, between 1680 and 1720, 

consisted mainly of “privateers” (Lamb, Smith, and Thomas 4). 
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Pacific, and Tasman’s discovery of a large, fertile, inhabited land (New Zealand), 

gave further evidence to speculative geographers. (Campbell 65) 

During the 1760s, many European expeditions resulted from the combination of the southern 

continent myth with commercial, political, and military aims (65-66).
25

 According to Campbell, 

the 1760s was the “watershed in Pacific exploration” since the “insuperable problems attending 

global voyaging were overcome” (66). In 1767, Samuel Wallis in 1767 was sent to “find the 

missing [southern] continent” (66). It was purely by chance that “Wallis achieved the epoch-

making discovery of Tahiti” (66), and he was immediately imitated by the French navigator 

Louis Antoine de Bougainville who was, at the time, ignorant of Wallis’s earlier discovery (67). 

The discovery of Tahiti was bound up in the European conception of “a terrestrial paradise” 

(Lamb, Smith, and Thomas xiv). Lamb, Smith, and Thomas explain that “The South Seas has 

been the preferred site of utopias ever since Thomas More invented the genre in 1516; and the 

myth of a terrestrial paradise there was rather confirmed than dispatched by voyagers from de 

Quiros to Bougainville” (xiv).
26

 

In the aftermath of Wallis’s expedition to Tahiti, the Royal Society and the Royal Navy 

organized an expedition in order to “make astronomical observations that, among other things, 

would assist navigators to fix their longitudes more accurately” (Campbell 67). The cartographer 

James Cook was selected as Captain of the expedition. Aside from astronomical observations, 

Cook was instructed to “solve the mystery of the great southern continent and to record 

information and the peoples and natural productions of any lands to be found on the voyage” 

(68). Cook’s first expedition was such a success that it was followed by two more. Campbell 
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 Campbell specifies that “the search for the southern continent was neither systematic nor persistent” (65). 
26

 According to Keown “The concept of the ‘noble savage’ was in wide circulation at the end of the eighteenth 

century” and during this period “the ‘noble (Polynesian) savage’ was frequently represented as the inhabitant of a 

tropical paradise abundantly stocked with food and all things necessary for a pleasurable, languid existence” (19). 
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claims that “all three voyages were extraordinary,” since they contributed “more to geographical 

knowledge than any other project of investigation had done before and collected an enormous 

bulk of information about the peoples of the Pacific.” He adds that “Cook’s journals are the 

starting point for all studies of the history of culture of four major island groups in Polynesia 

(Society, Tonga, New Zealand and Hawai’i) and of eastern Australia, Vanuatu (New Hebrides) 

and New Caledonia” (68). 

 In contrast to Campbell’s enthusiastic summary of Cook’s voyages, Lamb, Smith, and 

Thomas are equivocal. They point out that “conventional maritime histories and much 

postcolonial critique” argue that European voyages, such as Cook’s, were “disguised projects of 

scientific curiosity” that “paved the way for mercantile imperialism and territorial expansion.” 

According to “conventional histories,” these voyages 

enabled or [were] accompanied by colonialism in the domains of culture and 

knowledge, [and are] thought to emerge from a consistent European ideology now 

often characterized as Enlightenment rationalism. Taxonomic, hierarchizing, and 

universalist habits of mind are seen to have appropriated Oceanic places, 

environments, and peoples (xvi).
27

  

While Lamb, Smith, and Thomas “seek to deny neither the scope of imperial ambition nor the 

mutual implication of racial science and colonial domination,” they do insist on the importance 

of remaining “attendant to the particular rather than the universal aspects of colonial encounter” 
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 Indeed, as Michelle Keown explains in Pacific Islands Writing, in 1832 the French explorer Dumont d’Urville 

systematically organized “the Indigenous peoples of the Pacific into racial and cultural types” (13). According to 

D’Urville the lighter-skinned race of Islanders occupied the region he named Polynesia and Micronesia, while the 

darker-skinner Islanders inhabited the region he called Melanesia (13). Keown cites Brownen Douglas’s account of 

the broad impact of nineteenth century racial discourse on European conceptions of Pacific Islanders: “As a general 

rule, the lighter-skinned Polynesians and Micronesians were commonly considered ‘racially, morally and politically 

superior’ to the darker-skinned Melanesians as well as the Australian Aborigines” (18). 
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(xvi). In this way, their theoretical positioning echoes the editors of an important collection of 

essays, Voyages and Beaches: Pacific Encounters, 1769-1840. 

In their “Introduction” to this volume, the editors (Alex Calder, Jonathan Lamb, and 

Bridget Orr) argue that since “conventional” histories are “organized from a point of view 

celebratory of a great feat of European navigation, not from a perspective of equal Pacific 

history” therefore it “remains a theoretical task of magnitude to find a mode of ethnographizing 

European voyages on the one hand, and on the other of reciting local histories in their own 

terms” (2). In Islanders, Thomas also remarks on the need to “understand colonial histories as 

two-sided, and to reconstruct them in a two-sided way, complementing the old emphasis on 

European policy and practice with an account of the perspectives of the colonized” (3).
28

 Calder, 

Lamb, and Orr emphasize that research on the “early cultural contact between Europe and the 

Pacific” necessitates both the recognition of the “compromised” nature of the archive and of the 

limits “of surviving documentary evidence” (15). While postcolonial critics are, correctly, 

“suspicious of imperial designs” (15) in the construction of archives, a “critique of ethnographic 

authority” (15) risks repeating, albeit unintentionally, the colonial gestures of “moralizing 

authenticity” (15). As a postcolonial critic, Thomas articulates the unease of “reconstruct[ing] 

indigenous perspectives” and “incorporat[ing]” them into what, “perhaps inevitably, remain[s] a 

Western genre of historical narrative” (Islanders 3). The difficulty involved in “cobbl[ing]” 
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 Thomas explains that historians of the Pacific Islands began this shift during the 1960s. What Thomas calls the 

“two-sided” framework to Pacific ethnography only reached a wider reading public in 1991 with Anne Salmond’s 

Two Worlds: First Meetings between Maori and Europeans 1642-1772 (Islanders 298, n.5). In Oceanic Encounters, 

Jolly and Tcherkézoff also stress the importance of a “two-sided” framework, insisting that “there were not just 

‘European visions’ and colonial imaginaries but ‘Oceanic visions’ and indigenous imaginaries brought to such early 

encounters” (9). They call attention to the work of anthropologist Marshall Sahlins who argues, broadly, that 

European travel texts do not only depict European attitudes towards Islanders, but also offer insights about the ways 

in which Islanders related to foreigners. Famously, Sahlins juxtaposes the European archive with Hawai’ian oral 

traditions in the details surrounding Captain Cook’s killing in 1779 in the Hawai’ian Islands. Sahlins insists that 

Cook was considered by the Hawai’ians as a manifestation of the god Lono. This interpretation has been hotly 

disputed by anthropologist Gananath Obeyesekere, amongst others.  
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together “a counterpart to a European history” (Thomas, Islanders 3) underscores the question of 

what sort of work “a compromised archive” can perform (Calder, Lamb, and Orr 15). My 

concern here is the case of Stevenson’s written and photographic archive, and its aim is not to 

cast Stevenson within a larger program of colonialism, nor is the dissertation an exercise in 

celebration or rehabilitation. Rather, I argue that an analysis of Stevenson’s photographic record 

may provide access to alternative or “variant” (Calder, Lamb, and Orr 16) representations, and 

can thus encourage a reconstruction of what Calder, Lamb, and Orr describe as “a patchwork of 

investigation and inference that is assessed finally on how adequately it represents the interactive 

complexities of encounter” (16). In order to reconstruct Stevenson’s photographic record, 

however, his archive must be contextualized within the nineteenth century’s photographic 

representations of the Pacific Islands and Islanders.   

Thomas cautions against applying broad postcolonial discourse to the Pacific, arguing 

that its history of exploration and settlement “ha[s] generated a mass of information that is 

various and local, to be understood not in terms of class and category but in terms of moments of 

cultural entanglement” (Entangled Objects 130-131). The geographical, temporal, and national 

specificities of Pacific colonization, therefore, unsettle the reigning narratives of colonial 

photography, in which the medium functions as an articulation of colonial power and authority. 

Compounding the fact that studies of colonial photography overwhelmingly focus on regions 

such as India and Africa, scholars who address the situation of the Pacific Islands remain largely 

devoted to Australia or New Zealand.
29

 This phenomenon is related to what photography 

historian Max Quanchi explains is a lack of progression towards a regional history of 
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 Recent studies include but are certainly not limited to Alan Davies’ An Eye for Photography: the Camera in 

Australia (2004); Jane Lyndon’s Eye Contact: Photographing Indigenous Australians (2006); Phillip Batty, Lindy 

Allen, and John Morton’s edited collection The Photographs of Baldwin Spencer (2006), and Helen Ennis’ 

Photography and Australia (2007).  
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photography in New Zeland, Australia, and Oceania (3). In turn, this lack of an overarching 

regional framework is, undoubtedly, a result of what Donald Denoon, Phillippa Mein-Smith, and 

Maravic Wyndham describe in A History of Australia, New Zealand, and the Pacific: 

Australia, New Zealand and the Pacific do not form a self-contained universe… 

few scholars have treated it as such and its boundaries coincide with no major 

organization. Broad and deep links draw these polities and peoples together but 

these ties are not exclusive. (4) 

In his self-proclaimed task of unveiling a history of photography for the Pacific Islands, Quanchi 

explains that the existence of this “massive photographic archive, [is] in Ewan Maidment’s 

words, dispersed, fragmentary and hardly scrutinized by researchers” (8). According to Quanchi, 

“The history of photography in the Pacific has started but it has so far been limited by boundaries 

– a village, a specific language group, a single island or small nation” (4).
30

 Quanchi points out 

that photography reached “Australia, New Zealand and the Pacific Islands probably about the 

same time” (13). Remarking on the medium’s early arrival in the region, he refers to the 

“photograph of the missionary Guillaume Douarre landing at Balade in New Caledonia [which] 

is attributed to 1843, a mere four years after the camera had been invented in France” (13). 

Moreover, he notes that “Daguerreotypes by d'Urville and Seibold were taken during voyages in 

the Pacific in the 1840s; and the French photographer Gustave Viaud photographed Tahiti in 
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 Recent book or article-length accounts of nineteenth-or early twentieth century photography in the Pacific Islands 

are usually focused on key figures in the history of anthropology, or on certain Islands or Island Groups. Examples 

include: Terence V. Wright’s “The Fieldwork Photographs of Jenness and Malinowski and the Beginnings of 

Modern Anthropology” (1991); Michael W. Young’s Malinowski’s Kiriwina: Fieldwork Photography 1915-1918 

(1999); Anna Grimshaw’s The Ethnographer’s Eye: Ways of Seeing in Anthropology (2001); Alison Nordström’s 

Picturing Paradise: Colonial Photography in Samoa 1875-1925 (1995); Sharon W. Tiffany’s “Contesting the Erotic 

Zone: Margaret Mead’s Fieldwork Photographs of Samoa” (2005); Gerald Sullivan’s Margaret Mead, Gregory 

Bateson, and Highland Bali: Fieldwork Photographs of Bayung Gede, 1936-1939 (1999); Elizabeth Edwards’ Raw 

Histories (2001). To the best of my knowledge, there are no studies on nineteenth-century photography of the 

Gilbert Islands Group (Kiribati), Penrhyn Island (Tongareva), or Nuie Island.  All these places were photographed 

by Stevenson and his family.  
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1859” (13). According to Quanchi, during the 1850s, in the French colony of New Caledonia, 

“homes, domestic scenes, sugar mills and panoramic views of Noumea were available and in the 

1890s, studio portraits of canaques were widely distributed” (13). In the case of Papua New 

Guinea, however, photography “arrived well after the camera had intruded on other Pacific 

Island peoples” (13). In short, by the close of the century thousands of photographic 

representations in the forms of postcards, travel brochures, government reports, illustrated 

travelogues, and portraits of the Pacific Islands were being purchased, sold, traded, and 

circulated around the world.  

Within the still-limited body of scholarship that directly addresses the Pacific Islands, I 

re-contextualize Stevenson’s photography in what Quanchi, citing Maidment, calls the area’s 

“dispersed” and “fragmentary” photographic archive (8). Stevenson’s most extensively 

photographed Island Groups are those of Micronesia: his collection contains approximately one 

hundred and fifteen photographs from Majuro Island, Makin Island, and Butaritari (Marshall 

Islands Group), and Mariki Island, Apiang Island and Apemama Island (Gilbert Islands Group). 

Regardless of his amateur status, Stevenson’s photographs nonetheless constitute a modest – yet 

pioneering – photographic archive of these Islands. Significantly, Stevenson’s archive has been 

overlooked both by historians of photography and by historians of anthropology. Thus, while, on 

the one hand, Colley’s study does not contextualize Stevenson’s photographic practice within 

this emerging tradition of anthropological recording by the camera, on the other, both Jolly and 

Reid – who both emphasize Stevenson’s self-conscious ethnographic fieldwork – efface the role 

of photography as a potentially significant medium in Stevenson’s fieldwork.  

I argue that Stevenson’s photographic practice anticipates the anthropological tradition of 

amateur participant-observation. Until approximately the 1890s, anthropological photography 
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was primarily used in the service of anthropometry.
31

 In Malinowski’s Kiriwina: Fieldwork 

Photography, Michael W. Young explains how the function of the photographic camera changed 

in the 1890s, especially the camera’s relation to anthropological fieldwork, by citing 

anthropologist Everard Im Thurn’s 1892 address on the subject of photography to the 

Anthropological Institute of Great Britain:  

[Im Thurn] deplored the “scientific” anthropometric photography of the day with 

its “lifeless bodies” and advocated instead the photography of the unposed native 

subjects under “natural” conditions. Im Thurn urged the use of the camera “for 

accurate record, not of the mere bodies of primitive folk… but of these folks 

regarded as living beings.” (4)  

Im Thurn’s desire for subjects to be recorded in their “natural” states and environments 

coincided with the end of the “division of labour” between men in the field – missionaries, 

travelers, traders, and colonial administrators – and academics based in European metropoles 

(Pinney, Photography and Anthropology 15):
 
 by the end of the century anthropologists such as 

Franz Boas, A. C. Haddon, W. H. R Rivers, and Bronislaw Malinowski were expected to do all 

their own fieldwork. Stevenson’s unprofessional and non-institutionalized Pacific research, as 

well as his vernacular, naturalistic style of photographic representation, preceded both the 

pioneering fieldwork of turn-of-the-century anthropologists as well as Im Thurn’s announcement 
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 Throughout the nineteenth century, photography and the emerging science of anthropology frequently intersected. 

Since early anthropology was primarily the study of anatomy and race – “[it] was little more than a form of 

comparative anatomy” (Pinney, Photography and Anthropology 15) – photography, which produced “facts about 

which there can be no question” (Pinney, Photography and Anthropology 25), was ideally suited for the new 

practices of ethnological collection and classification. Furthermore, photographs met the criteria for the increasing 

demand for raw data (early anthropologists were highly suspicious of personal observation, which they believed 

lacked methodological rigour, and verbal testimony was considered misleading). The photographic medium was, 

therefore, recognized as a useful tool in the accumulation and transmission of reliable information. 
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to the Anthropological Institute.
32

 Stevenson’s own amateur fieldwork practice is situated, 

therefore, during a transitional period: between the use of photography as a tool for the collection 

of data in the 1860s, and its use in early twentieth-century fieldwork.  

In Raw Histories, Elizabeth Edwards discusses the filtering down of anthropological 

representations of colonial Others into popular photographic practices. In fact, this appears to be 

the case for many of Stevenson’s photographs, which perform simultaneously across both the 

registers of popular and anthropological photography. While Stevenson’s amateur fieldwork is 

clearly not as historically important as studies by contemporary or later Pacific specialists, 

Stevenson scholars have, rightly, drawn attention to his role as an anthropologist in the region. 

As with problematic appeals to a monolithic colonial photography, however, we should avoid 

reductive claims about anthropologically-intended photography in the Pacific. Indeed, in the last 

decade, scholarship – from across the social sciences and humanities – has repeatedly stressed 

the specific historical aspects of particular photographic practices.  

Margaret Jolly and Serge Tcherkézoff note the critical emphasis on the role of vision in 

studies of Pacific encounters: they trace this interest from Bernard Smith’s highly influential 

European Vision and the South Pacific (1960) to postcolonial accounts of the colonial gaze (11). 

The latter, inspired by the work of Michel Foucault, considers the links between vision, power, 

and control. The twinned concepts of colonial power and the colonial gaze extend to dominant 

approaches to colonial photography, which are (like the notion of the colonial gaze) heavily 

influenced by the works of Foucault and Edward Said. For instance, in “Photography and the 
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 Stevenson might have been an amateur, but when Malinowski was working in the Trobriand Islands he compared 

his fatigue to Stevenson’s. In A Diary in the Strict Sense of the Term (1917-1918) Malinowski recorded that he 

“Woke up around 4 very tired. I thought of a passage from Stevenson’s letters in which he speaks of a heroic 

struggle against illness and exhaustion” (qtd. in Lansdown 302). In his anthology Strangers in the South Seas, 

Richard Lansdown remarks that while Malinowski was in the Trobriands he had with him a copy of the published 

correspondence between Stevenson and Colvin (302, fn. 13). 
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Emergence of the Pacific Cruise,” Michael Hayes argues that “Having colonial terrain 

represented, collected, pictured, and observed through photography is perhaps one of the most 

insidious forms of colonialism” (172). He goes on to claim that “The methods and technologies 

of representing the cruise and the colonized terrain institute a privileged space for the Western 

viewer to make stereotypical representations of Pacific Islanders and hence reproduce relations 

of power” (173).  

Hayes’s understanding is influenced by what John Tagg argues in The Burden of 

Representation, that “photography as such has no identity… its status as a technology varies with 

the power relations which invest it” (63). For Tagg, photographs remain empty signs until they 

are filled with discourses. Investigating the hierarchical relationships between the subject and the 

photographer, Tagg’s research focused on photographs of criminals, the poor, vagrants, and 

workers and emphasized the epistemological dependency of the modern state on the technology 

of photography. This approach, however, runs the risk of over-determining the instrumentality of 

photography and its potentially oppressive gaze on the indigenous Other. In fact, Jolly and 

Tcherkézoff highlight the limitations of the model of the colonial gaze in the Pacific context 

since “The European stress on the visible” is “at odds with dominant Oceanic philosophies which 

perceive the visible as but one manifestation, materialisation or embodiment of invisible and 

ultimately uncontrollable forces” (11). 

While criticism exemplified by scholars such as Tagg undoubtedly provided “a powerful 

critique of the role of objects in symbolic systems and social structures” (Buchli 10) by 

interrogating how photographs “signify,” current theoretical approaches shift the emphasis from 

the photograph’s semiotic dimension to its materiality, asking: “why do photographs as ‘things’ 
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matter for people” (Edwards, “Objects” 224).
33

 Edwards, for instance, calls into question the 

validity of the analytical term “index” to describe the relationship between a photograph and its 

subject since the concept of “index” presupposes the existence of a thing such as a “visual” 

category.
34

 In fact, studies of non-European photographic practices are increasingly destabilizing 

the Eurocentric category of the “visual.” Edwards gives the salient example of “popular practices 

in India [in which] the ‘reality’ effect of a photograph is not located in the indexical trace of the 

image itself but in the way an imagined and dreamlike self is constructed through additive 

techniques of overpainting and collaging” (“Objects” 225). Notably, Edwards’ recognition that 

photographs are experienced “as tactile, sensory things that exist in time and space and are 

constituted by and through social relations” (“Objects” 228) aligns with Jolly and Tcherkézoff’s  

emphasis on the role of “those other senses which move between and beyond bodies: the 

oral/aural, the kinesthetic and the senses of taste and smell” (12) that are involved during Pacific 

encounter.  

The material approach reveals photography to be “a phenomenologically and sensorially 

integrated medium, embodied and experienced by both its makers and its users” (Edwards, 

“Objects” 228). Likewise, my own approach to Stevenson’s photographic practice in the Pacific 

is one which is inspired by phenomenology and considers, in Edwards’ words, “the relationship 

between the body and the photographic images, how users position themselves in relation to 
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 Edwards defines “materiality” as “the physical and discursive condition of having material substance” (“Objects” 

223). 
34

 The cultural theorist Mieke Bal condemns the notion that representations are essentially “visual.” She argues that 

“The act of looking is profoundly ‘impure.’ First, sense-directed as it may be, hence, grounded in biology (but no 

more than all acts performed by humans), looking is inherently framed, framing, interpreting, affect-laden, cognitive 

and intellectual. Second, this impure quality is also likely to be applicable to other sense-based activities: listening, 

reading, tasting, smelling. This impurity makes such activities mutually permeable, so that listening and reading can 

also have visuality in them” (9). In a similar vein, visual culture critic W. J. T. Mitchell argues that there are no 

“visual media”; rather, “all media are, from the standpoint of sensory modality, ‘mixed media’” (“There Are No 

Visual Media” 257). Both Bal and Mitchell maintain that the category of the “visual” is not isolated from the other 

human senses. Directly related to this theory of the multisensory nature of images, Christopher Pinney develops the 

notion of “corpothetics.” He defines “corpothetics” as an “embodied, corporeal aesthetics – as opposed to 

‘disinterested’ representation, which over-cerebralizes and textualizes the image” (Photos of the Gods 8).  
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photographic images” (“Objects” 228). The philosopher and photography theorist Andrew Fisher 

convincingly argues that the phenomenology of photographic vision provides an alternative to 

the assumption, and bleak implications, of an observer/object hierarchy by allowing for a 

consideration of a dialectical relation between the photographer and the photographed (19-29). 

By exploring how the camera impacts the subject’s perception,
35

 a phenomenological approach 

to photography rejects the correlation of the camera with the camera obscura.
36

   

When considering the photographic act in a colonial setting, applying Merleau-Ponty’s 

work on embodied experience and perception provides a radical alternative to the tropes of 

panoptic imperialist fantasies. In The Visible and the Invisible (1968), Merleau-Ponty argues that 

the dichotomies of the self and the other, the subject and the object are not distinct and separate. 

Although he acknowledges that the act of looking and being looked at are not exactly the same 

thing, Merleau-Ponty explains that the divergence of these two acts is what allows for the 

possibility of an overlap between them. For this reason, the seeming gap between the act of 
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 In his recent book-length overview of Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s work, Taylor Carman highlights the fundamental 

aspects of Merleau-Ponty’s theories, including his writing on philosophy, culture, art, and aesthetics. Carman ends 

his book by considering the impact of Merleau-Ponty in recent studies on the philosophy of the mind and cognitive 

science. I am particularly interested in Carman’s account of Merleau-Ponty’s thoughts on the body in relation to 

visual perception. Carman provides a brief history of the philosophical inquiry into visual perception: “many ancient 

theorists of vision, including Plato, Euclid, and Ptolemy, believed that our eyes actually emit light, which then 

supposedly combines with light coming from external objects, so that perception itself takes place outside us in the 

world where the two meet.... Others, including Democritus and Epicurus, supposed that copies or images of things 

literally move through space to our eyes, and versions of that idea survived into the seventeenth century. Leonardo 

da Vinci compared the eye to a camera obscura (“dark room”) into which images are cast on a screen, and Johannes 

Kepler was the first to give an accurate account of the projection of what he called the optical pictura onto the 

surface of the retina. That picture in the eye, so it seemed, then had to be recorded or transformed into a more 

genuinely internal, subjective visual experience” (7-8). Carman stresses that “For centuries, this inner pictorial 

model of vision posed a number of problems,” such as: “How then do we manage to see things right side up and 

right way around? Or do we? Moreover, most of us have two eyes, not just one, hence two retinal images. Why do 

we not always see double? Do we see with only one eye at a time?” (8). 
36

 Carman explains that the rationalist model of the camera obscura is based on Descartes’s and Locke’s dualistic 

philosophy (15). What Carman calls the “Cartesian-Lockean” model of the mind, explains perception and intellect in 

terms of “ideas or representations,” or “inner mental tokens” (15). According to Carman, the “Cartesian-Lockean” 

framework becomes problematic when it encounters the notion of “intentionality”: “Ideas are objects of 

consciousness; we are aware of them; they are what our attitudes are about. But of course this begs the question of 

intentionality, namely, how do we manage to be aware of anything?” (15) Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological 

solution to this problem is to argue that perception “is not a mental representation... but skillful bodily orientation... 

[Thus] to perceive is not have inner mental states, but to know and find your way around in an environment.... to 

perceive is to have a body, and to have a body is to inhabit a world” (19). 
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looking and being looked at can be reversed. As an example of the body’s ability to be both the 

perceiving object (the viewer) and the subject of its own perception (the viewed) – Merleau-

Ponty describes the experience of the left hand touching the right hand: 

If my left hand is touching my right hand, and if I should suddenly wish to 

apprehend with my right hand as it touches, this reflection of the body upon itself 

always miscarries at the last moment: the moment I feel my left hand with my 

right hand, I correspondingly cease touching my right hand with my left hand. (9) 

In this passage, embodied subjectivity breaks down the distinction between touching and being 

touched, or the act of looking and being looked at. For Merleau-Ponty, the world is not an object: 

“on the contrary... between my body looked at and my body looking, my body touched and my 

body touching, there is overlapping or encroachment, so that we may say that the things pass into 

us, as well as we into the things” (123). The potential, therefore, for the reversal of the 

dichotomy of looking at and being looked at has significant consequences for the study of 

colonial photography.
37

 In her article “‘From A View On the World To a Point of View In It’: 

Rethinking Sight, Space and the Colonial Subject,” Jessica Dubow argues, for instance, that to 

achieve a nuanced understanding of photography’s role in cross-cultural encounter and 

experience, the colonial subject’s experience of his/her photographic practice must be 

particularized and understood “as a material engagement in and with the object world” (101). 

The “engagement in and with the object world” is based in the phenomenological understanding 

that “the colonial figure [is] a corporeal being, a sensate body who alongside discursive 

accretions must also be seen to live in place and through perception” (Dubow 89). While I am 

partial to Dubow’s overall framework, I am cautious about phrases such as “the colonial figure.” 
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 While in Chapter 2 I draw on Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy of phenomenology in my discussion of how Stevenson 

represents his vision in In the South Seas, I am aware that for Merleau-Ponty, “lived perspective” is at odds with 

“geometric or photographic perspective” (qtd. in Carman 183).  
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A team of European researchers foreground the slipperiness of the term “colonial” in their online 

research project entitled Photographs, Colonial Legacy and Museums in Contemporary 

European Culture.
38

 In the article “What is Colonial about Colonial Photographs?” Elizabeth 

Edwards, Susan Legêne, Sigrid Lien, Matt Mead, Hilde Nielssen, and Pamela Pattynama stress 

that the term “colonial” is “used to describe a very wide range of historical experiences, power 

relationships and modes of encounter over space and time.” In answering the question of “what 

is colonial about colonial photographs?” the authors cite Nicholas Thomas’s argument that “if 

we assume that the word [colonial] relates to any meaningful category or totality” we “obstruct” 

and limit our understanding of it. The authors argue that a lack of consensus over the use of the 

term “colonial” extends to the challenge of defining the term “colonial photography.” Is a 

“colonial photograph one that was made under the conditions of colonial relations? Is it one that 

serves the purpose of colonial agendas...?” or rather, “Is ‘the colonial’ defined by style or genre, 

for instance, the clear articulation of power relations, such as the images of colonial science or 

colonial administration?” Most directly relevant to the study of Stevenson’s collection is the 

authors’ remark in “What is Colonial about Colonial Photographs?” that “given the very 

different contexts of colonial experience, much of the photographic trace of the colonial is 

hidden in private and family archives, and is not engaged with as ‘colonial.’”
39

  

                                                 
38

 This academic online project was produced by British, Dutch, and Norwegian scholars and is described by its 

authors as the result of various collaborations “which emerged from and which were responsive to the specific 

conditions of colonial legacy in three European countries.” These collaborative studies were “the basis for a 

comparative understanding of the cultural processes at work in formulating museum practices around photographs 

and the colonial past” (“About this Project” Photographs, Colonial Legacy and Museums in Contemporary 

European Culture Web. 10 Nov. 2013).  
39

 In this regard, Ann Laura Stoler’s use of colonial photographs in Carnal Knowledge and Imperial Power is 

pertinent: she uses family photographs from private albums “as a visual counterpart” (xi) to her analysis of the 

relation between race and the intimate in the Dutch and French colonies. As such, the photographic archives she 

draws from assist her in reformulating colonial categories, such as the assumption of a single “European” national 

identity.  
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In order to situate Stevenson’s own photographic practice within photography’s 

entangled and fraught history with colonial representation I attend to both the particular context 

of Stevenson’s “photographic event” and the photographs’ “apparently trivial incidental 

appearance” (Edwards, Raw 5). Stevenson’s Pacific photographs are undeniably minor, fleeting 

moments in the greater history of representing contact between Europeans and Islanders; yet, I 

propose that a critical discussion of his photographic practice contributes to an understanding of 

how photography may be used by the colonial subject as a strategy to experience cross-cultural 

encounters in an innovative, self-reflexive, and critical manner. For these reasons, I am 

sympathetic to Edwards’ approach, which takes the “photographs themselves” as her “starting-

point” (Raw 2). Taking photographs as “starting-points” requires a flexible methodology that 

accommodates a range of disciplinary and theoretical approaches. This dissertation is generously 

inflected by recent interdisciplinary studies – literary, anthropological, and visual – that engage 

with the dynamic and fluid relationships between late nineteenth-century photography, 

anthropology, and colonialism, and in so doing offer a range of analytic strategies that look past 

Foucauldian-inspired interpretations of the “colonial archive.” From this standpoint, Edwards 

and Christopher Morton argue that in a Foucauldian model “both imagery and practice have 

tended to be constructed as an immoveable ‘truth’ that simplistically reflects a set of cultural and 

political dispositions held by the makers of those images” (Photography 3).
40

 Edwards and 

Morton acknowledge that while this model of inquiry “laid the foundations of analytical 

approaches to the discursive practices of photography within anthropology, for they pointed to 

                                                 
40

 In “Tracing Photography” Edwards provides a succinct history for the moment at which “photography effectively 

became a metaphor for anthropological knowledge and its power structures” (171). In the wake of Foucault’s “work 

on the framing of power, discipline, surveillance, and the complex politics of knowledge, it became integral to 

discursive regimes of truth that defined, appropriated, constructed, and objectified the subject of anthropology. 

While the arguments and their theoretical tools were strongly informed by literary theory, postcolonial theory, and 

cultural theory, the theory of photography itself provided the specific critical tool. Anthropologists engaged with not 

only Foucault but with a range of poststructuralist and Marxist-inspired debates” (171-172).  



 

 

35 

 

the constructed nature of the anthropological object” (Photography 3), it also uncovered the 

tendency to, in Zahid Chaudhary’s words, “trap” both the “other” and the West in a discourse 

“that relies on binary terms” (4).
41

  

In an effort to shift away from this paradigm, which correlates the colonial photograph 

and a particular ideological content, critics have attuned themselves to “lines of fracture” that 

might undercut earlier “assumptions about colonial relationships as well as the relationship 

between anthropological endeavour and photographic practice” (Edwards and Morton, 

Photography 4). Although the production of photographs may be rooted in asymmetric power 

relations, Edwards and Morton describe a growing sensitivity towards photographs as contested 

sites of encounter and cultural exchange. Such an approach is supported by the medium of 

photography itself, “the visual excess of photographic inscription, its fixity of appearance and yet 

potentially infinite recodability, the instability of photographic meaning, and its temporal and 

spatial slippages across both its literal and metaphorical border zones” (Photography 4). 

Likewise, Chaudhary argues that “in spite of photography’s use as one technology among others 

of colonial control and discipline, it is a medium that itself resists control” (4). Edwards’, 

Morton’s, and Chaudhary’s characterizations of photography echoe Pinney’s: “no matter how 

precautionary and punctilious the photographer is in arranging everything that is placed before 

the camera, the inability of the lens to discriminate will ensure a substrate or margin of excess, a 

subversive code present in every photographic image that makes it open and available to other 

readings and uses” (Histories 6). Although neither Edwards, Morton, Chaudhary, nor Pinney 

                                                 
41

 In Afterimage of Empire: Photography in Nineteenth-Century India, Chaudhary re-articulates Edwards’ argument 

that stressing the “ideological instrumentality” of colonial photography, anthropology, and the archive produced a  

critical trend which “slipped almost too comfortably into a series of overdetermined, reductionist, ahistorical, and 

reifying interpretations” (“Tracing Photography”173-174).  
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depart completely from Tagg’s correlation of photographs with ideological imperatives,
42

 they 

nonetheless contend that such an approach fails to attend to the particularities of context and to 

the photographer’s subjectivity.  

Throughout this dissertation I likewise contend that Stevenson’s archive of Pacific 

photographs represents what Edwards and Morton call a “point of fracture” (Photography 6) 

since at no point does the collection settle into a single line of reasoning about colonial 

representation. If we were to define the collection at all we could only label it, paradoxically, as 

indefinable; heterogeneity is its characteristic feature. Not only were the photographs made 

(taken, selected, captioned, etc.) by multiple individuals working collaboratively, but they were 

also made under constantly changing geographical and political conditions. Moreover, the 

photographs are generically unstable, from the anthropological to the personal, vernacular 

familial record. Without a doubt, the significance of Stevenson’s photographic practice and his 

photograph archive has been largely underestimated, if not completely ignored, in the critical 

literature generated by Stevenson’s Pacific corpus. This underestimation can be traced back to 

the perception that photography was merely a hobby for the travelling family, and not a 

touchstone for Stevenson’s research in the Pacific.
43

 

                                                 
42

 Indeed, reflecting on the first edition of Anthropology and Photography (1992), Edwards admits that the volume 

was not “unproblematic” since “some of [its] argument[s] w[ere] overdetermined” (“Tracing Photography” 174). 
43

 Undoubtedly, photography appears to have also been a source of fun for the entire family: In a letter to Colvin 

dated 2 December 1889, Stevenson remarks that “We are all pretty gay on board, and have been photographing and 

draught-playing and skylarking like anything” (Letters 6: 335).  
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Chapter 2 In the South Seas: Embodying the Pacific 

If I can execute what is designed there are few better books now extant on this globe, bar the 

epics, and the big tragedies, and histories, and the choice lyric poetics and a novel or so… At 

least nobody has had such stuff; such wild stories, such beautiful scenes, such singular 

intimacies, such manners and traditions, so incredible a mixture of the beautiful and horrible, the 

savage and civilized. 

 

- Robert Louis Stevenson (Letters 6: 335) 

  

2.1 Composing The South Seas: “Part by part in pieces” 

Stevenson left San Francisco on 28 June 1888 aboard the schooner Casco. He sailed for three 

weeks with his wife Fanny Stevenson, his step-son Lloyd Osbourne, and his mother Margaret 

Stevenson towards the Islands of French Polynesia. From Tahiti they sailed onwards to the 

Hawai’ian Islands. After five months in Hawai’i, Stevenson decided to undertake a second cruise 

aboard the trading vessel Equator. The travelling party left Honolulu on 24 June 1889 and visited 

the independent kingdoms of the Gilbert and Marshall Islands, and then Samoa. The cruise of the 

Equator came to an end on 7 December 1889, when the travellers reached Apia, Samoa’s capital. 

Although Stevenson and Fanny had purchased three hundred acres of land on the Samoan Island 

of Upolu with the intention of settling there, they still anticipated making trips to Europe, and in 

February of 1890 sailed to Sydney to book their passages to Great Britain. In Sydney Stevenson 

became seriously ill at the end of March, suffering his first lung haemorrhage since Tahiti. As a 

remedy, a third cruise was planned. The usually busy port of Sydney was, however, closed due to 

a dock strike. Fanny learned that a New Zealand trading company was preparing to send the 

steamer Janet Nicoll on a four-month cruise using a crew from the Solomon Islands. During the 

cruise of the Janet Nicoll the Stevensons visited approximately thirty-five islands along a 
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meandering trajectory which took them, after Samoa, east to Penrhyn Island, then west to the 

Ellice Islands, north-west to the Gilbert Islands, then further north-west to the Marshall Islands, 

before returning back to the Gilberts again and then sailing south-west to New Caledonia, and 

finally back to Sydney on 26 July 1890. 

The impetus and financing for Stevenson’s initial voyage was provided by the American 

publisher, S. S. McClure. In November 1887, Stevenson had met with McClure in Saranac Lake, 

New York, and agreed that in order to finance his trip to the South Pacific he would compose, 

during the course of his travels, a series of fifty descriptive travel letters for syndication in Great 

Britain and in the United States. A formal agreement was reached on 20 March 1888, stating that 

Stevenson would receive three-fourths of the letters’ proceeds, and McClure the remainder. 

McClure was confident that Stevenson’s reading public would hungrily consume the popular 

author’s accounts of exotic adventures amongst half-naked maidens and cannibalistic warrior 

tribes. He informed the author, on 9 March 1889, that the New York Sun had purchased the 

“serial use of the letters [approximately fifty]” and would pay “$200 per letter of 2,000 to 3,000 

words” (qtd. in Buckton 153).  

 The two years Stevenson spent cruising and island hopping were a significant period of 

intellectual flourishing: the Stevenson scholar Roger Swearingen remarks that Stevenson found 

“everything he had hoped, writing accounts of his most recent experiences, discoveries and 

conversations nearly every day during the voyages” (141). Although Stevenson’s main task was 

to produce a series of fifty letters for McClure, the accumulation of information about different 

Pacific cultures, and the recording of his experiences in his journal provided him with “the 

material for a very singular book of travels” (Letters 6: 312). In a letter to Sidney Colvin, his 

literary mentor and editor, dated December 1889, Stevenson announced that his “very singular 
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book” was entitled “The South Seas” (Letters 6: 335). While he confessed to Colvin that the title 

was, perhaps, ambitious in its all-encompassing scope, he insisted that “not many people have 

seen more of [the Pacific Islands] than I; perhaps no one: certainly no one capable of using the 

material” (Letters 6: 334-35).
1
 Eight months later this confidence and optimism were still 

palpable: in a letter to the French writer Marcel Schwob he spoke of “the big book on the South 

Seas it ought to be, and shall” (Letters 6: 401). It appears that from the outset of his travels, 

Stevenson privileged The South Seas book project over McClure’s commissioned letters; in fact, 

the letters written for serial publication became the conceptual basis for Stevenson’s “big book 

on the South Seas.” Significantly, in mid-1890, prior to the letters’ appearance in serial 

installments, Stevenson had secured copyright for the first fifteen chapters (those about the 

Marquesas and Tahiti) of The South Seas in London. By 12 November 1890 this cluster of 

fifteen chapters had been printed by the publisher Cassell’s in twenty-two copies and entitled The 

South Seas. Two copies of The South Seas were sold to secure copyright, five were distributed 

amongst Stevenson’s friends, and the remaining fifteen were cut up for newspaper syndication 

(Letters 6: 394, 1n). Henry James received a copy of Stevenson’s volume, but his reaction to the 

travel book was ambivalent. In a letter from 12 January 1891 he explained to Stevenson that, 

although “I read with unrestrictive relish the first chapters of your prose volume... I did make one 

restriction – I missed the visible in them – I mean as regards people, things, objects, faces, 

bodies, costumes, features, gestures, manners, the introductory, the personal painter touch” (qtd. 

in Rennie xxi).
2
 James’s feeling that The South Seas was impersonal, dry, and lacking in 

                                                 
1
 Colvin’s 1896 title In the South Seas “has been,” according to Roslyn Jolly “interpreted by several critics to 

indicate a retreat from the more sweeping claims to authority and completeness of survey suggested by Stevenson’s 

chosen title, The South Seas” (Pacific 60). 
2
 James’s reaction contrasts with the ideal reading experience that Stevenson himself had described in his 1882 essay 

“A Gossip on Romance.” In this essay, Stevenson wrote that the act of reading “should be absorbing and voluptuous; 

we should gloat over a book, be rapt clean out of ourselves, and rise from the perusal, our mind filled with the 

busiest, kaleidoscopic dance of images, incapable of sleep or of continuous thought. The words, if the book be 
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Stevenson’s characteristic prose style echoes Colvin’s earlier objections.
 3

 Fanny paraphrased 

Colvin in a letter to her husband while he was in Sydney: “Parts of it [The South Seas] are very 

fine, but it loses immensely in not being a personal consecutive narrative. It gives too much the 

feeling that you had got your information second hand, and is only convincing in parts” (Letters 

7: 85).
4
 Both Fanny and Colvin agreed that Stevenson was mistaken to privilege the 

geographical, geological, historical, and anthropological minutiae over “the personal painter 

touch.” In vain, they tried to convince him that his readers were not interested in an 

anthropological treatise on Polynesian languages and peoples, but rather in the author himself, 

his experiences, and his impressions of the Pacific.
5
 On 4 August 1891, Colvin informed 

Stevenson “that there is not much in the way of money or success in any part of the work as you 

have treated it: and that the South Sea islands turn out to be not only uninteresting, but actually 

rather repelling, to readers: at least mere description and information about them does” (qtd. in 

Jolly, Pacific 59). Colvin’s objection to “mere description and information” reiterated Fanny’s 

complaints from nearly one year earlier. On 21 May 1889, she had lamented in a letter to Colvin 

                                                                                                                                                             
eloquent, should run thenceforward in our ears like the noise of breakers, and the story, if it be a story, repeat itself in 

a thousand coloured pictures to the eye.” 
3
 Also commenting on the disastrous effects of the Pacific on Stevenson’s prose, Oscar Wilde observed “that 

romantic surroundings are the worst surroundings possible for a romantic writer. In Gower Street Stevenson could 

have written a new Trois Mousquetaires. In Samoa he wrote letters to the Times about Germans” (qtd. in Buckton 

34).  
4
 Lloyd Osbourne also chimed in with his opinion about his step-father’s project, complaining that Stevenson 

wanted to write “something very serious and solid, cutting away by the board the most of our charming and strange 

adventures which [Stevenson] denounces as ‘egoistical’” (qtd. in McLynn 345). This contemporary assessment has 

been echoed by some present-day scholars: for example, in his “Introduction” to In the South Seas, Neil Rennie 

observes that Stevenson’s “aspiration to transcend his personal travels” was “at the expense of the consecutive 

narrative of events” (xxvi). The result, according to Rennie, is a narrative that is “difficult to follow… repetitive and 

confusing” (xxvi-xxvii). The convoluted and fragmentary composition and publication of In the South Seas also 

leads Cinzia Giglioni to claim that the text suffers from the “absence of a well-defined and planned literary project” 

(199). Giglioni echoes Hillier’s remarks that In the South Seas possesses “disunity” (245).  
5
 Once the letters began to appear in serial form in 1891, Colvin expressed some confusion over Stevenson’s actual 

location at points in his travel narrative, and wondered if more details concerning his whereabouts might be useful to 

the reader. The latter responded indignantly in a letter from 8 September 1891: “The Letters, it appears are tedious; 

by God, they would be more tedious still if I wasted my time upon such infantile and sucking-bottle details” (Letters 

7: 157). Stevenson also explained that had the book project been completed a map would have been included 

(Letters 7: 157).  
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that “Louis has the most enchanting material that anyone ever had in the whole world for his 

book, and I am afraid he is going to spoil it all. He has taken into his Scotch Stevenson head, that 

a stern duty lies before him, and that his book must be a sort of scientific and historical 

impersonal thing” (Letters 6: 303). While Fanny believed that by putting together “a sort of 

scientific and historical thing,” her husband was failing to exploit the Pacific’s literary potential, 

Stevenson maintained that his project was misunderstood: he had never intended for the 1890 

copyright-edition of The South Seas to be a final, finished product. In fact, around the same time 

that the 1890 copyright-edition was published, in a letter dated 3 November 1890 he wrote to 

Colvin:  

I want you to understand about this South Sea Book. The job is immense: I 

stagger under the material. I have seen the first big tache. It was necessary to see 

the smaller ones; the letters were at my hand for the purpose; but I was not going 

to lose this experience; and instead of writing mere letters have poured out a lot of 

stuff for the book. (Letters 7: 29) 

After outlining his struggles, he stresses that, “lots of the stuff sent home is, I imagine, rot – and 

slovenly rot – and some of it, pompous rot; and I want you to understand it’s a lay in” (Letters 7: 

29). Stevenson’s use of the phrase “a lay in” underscores the incomplete, or at least temporary, 

nature of the 1890 copyright-edition of The South Seas; in other words, the 1890 volume that 

was being criticized by his peers was merely “the first big tache,” the stand-in for the more 

ambitious “big book” (Letters 6: 401).
6
 When his South Sea letters finally began appearing in 

Black and White, Stevenson’s frustration reached a crescendo in a May 1891 letter to Colvin: “on 

one point you seem impenetrably stupid. Can I find no form of words which will at last convey 

                                                 
6
 In the frontispiece of his private copy of the 1890 The South Seas, Will H. Low wrote that the edition “served for 

the first publication of the letters through a newspaper syndicate” (qtd. in Buckton 304).  
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to your intelligence the fact that These Letters were never meant, and are not now meant, to be 

other than a quarry of materials from which the book may be drawn?” (Letters 7: 115).
7
 Whether 

or not Colvin was actually “stupid,” his opinion was unwavering. A couple of months later he 

informed his protégé that, 

On the general question of a South Sea book, it must be remembered that the 

periodical or letter form is exactly the one to make readers feel most strongly the 

shortcomings we deplore in the present case – the want of narrative vividness and 

directness, the want of lightness of hand and play of personality: and that in a 

book these things would be less felt. The book if published as a whole wouldn’t, I 

am sure, make a stir, or sell at all brilliantly, but there would be lots of matter in 

it, and it might have a respectable sale and success. (qtd. in Jolly, Pacific 59) 

Approximately four months prior to the publication of the 1890 copyright-edition, in a letter 

dated 19 July 1890, Stevenson had alerted McClure that he was sending his first fifteen chapters 

of The South Seas to England because “it is necessary for me to have proof of the whole 

immediately... and second because I can have this set copyrighted in England” (Letters 6: 394-5). 

In the same letter, Stevenson explained to McClure that a copy of The South Seas volume would 

be sent to him in New York. McClure would then be able to pick and choose from this volume 

which chapters he wanted to use for serialization. Stevenson clearly distinguished between The 

South Seas as a book and the letters intended for serialization: “Now I must explain to you that 

what you are to receive is not so much a certain number of letters, as a certain number of 

chapters in my book” (Letters 6: 394-395). He specified that although the letters and chapters 

were identical in content that they were “not coterminous... it is for you to choose out of the one 

                                                 
7
 Stevenson was responding to a letter from Colvin in which the latter wrote that he was “expressing the 

disappointment felt by Stevenson’s friends at home at the impersonal and even tedious character of some portions of 

the South Seas Letters that had reached us” (Letters 7: 115, n.8). 
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what is most suitable for the other” (Letters 6: 394).
8
 He then provides McClure with a series of 

concrete examples of how the chapters might be used as letters: “I will show you what I mean, 

taking the first fifteen chapters for an example. No. 1, No. 2, 3, 6, 8, 9, 10, 13, 14, 15 – all these I 

mean to be letters and no mistake about the matter.... You are to understand, outside of what I 

have now said, that you are at perfect liberty” (Letters 6: 395). Stevenson concludes his letter to 

McClure by emphasizing his commitment to the serialized letters: “I have very little doubt that 

before the end of the year [1890], or at the latest before Easter ’91, you shall have received the 

two and fifty letters” (Letters 6: 394-395).  

  Stevenson’s confidence in being able to satisfy the terms of his contract with McClure 

was misplaced. McClure’s response at receiving The South Seas volume and the subsequent 

material that was intended for serialization, was scathing: not only did “the letters” not arrive “as 

letters are supposed to come,” but “they were not dated,” and did not “fulfill the definition of the 

word ‘letter’, as used in newspaper correspondence” (qtd. in Buckton 306).
9
 The letters’ 

unorthodox format was a result of what Stevenson repeatedly refers to as the challenge of 

shuttling back and forth between the commissioned letters and his book-project. In a letter dated 

August 1890 to Colvin, for example, he explains that, “I have [written] sixteen letters – at least, 

not that, but the draught of sixteen chapters of my book, from which thirteen or fourteen letters 

will be selected” (Letters 6: 404; my italics). Here, he conflates the “letters” and the “chapters,” 

and seems incapable, or unwilling to distinguish between the two forms.  

                                                 
8
 Stevenson’s distinction between “identical” and “coterminous” is decidedly unclear. “Identical” implies the 

possible substitution of the letters and chapters without any change in meaning, whereas “coterminous” (also spelled 

as “conterminous”) does not. The OED offers the following definition of “conterminous”: “exactly coextensive in 

time, range, sense, etc.” As an example of this use, the OED actually cites from Stevenson’s novella The Dynamiter 

(1885): “‘You name a good influence, but one that need not be conterminous with life.’”  
9
 As a consequence, instead of printing fifty installments, only thirty-seven of Stevenson’s letters appeared in the 

New York Sun from 1 February through 13 December 1891, and in England’s Black and White twenty-seven 

installments appeared from 6 February through 19 December 1891 (Swearingen 142).  
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Despite all his efforts, the “big book” was never completed: Stevenson became 

overwhelmed by the negative reaction – “perhaps I could not make the book after all” (Letters 7: 

102) – and by his familial responsibilities, and other publication deadlines. In striking contrast to 

the optimism expressed in a letter to Colvin dated 2 December 1889 in which he had announced 

that “My book is now practically modelled; if I can execute what is designed, there are few better 

books now extant on this globe,” and in which he had included a detailed outline of the project, 

consisting of seven parts and twenty-three chapters (Letters 6: 335-337), Stevenson confessed to 

his mentor on 22 April 1891 that “One thing embarrasses me. No one ever seems to understand 

my attitude about that book; the stuff sent was never meant for other than a first state, I never 

meant it to appear as a book” (Letters 7: 101). Here, his insistence that the earlier “stuff” was 

nothing “other than a first state” echoes the earlier letter to Colvin, from November 1890, which 

refers to the 1890 edition of The South Seas as merely “a lay in” for the yet-to-be-written final 

version of the book. In the April 1891 letter, Stevenson admits that, “I am now so sick that I 

intend, when the Letters are done... simply to make a book of it by the pruning knife” (Letters 7: 

101). It is only by such “drastic measures” as wielding a “pruning knife” that Stevenson believes 

he might stand a chance at finally piecing together “a book of shreds and patches; which will not 

be what I had still hoped to make” (Letters 7: 101). Following this violent metaphor of textual 

revision, Stevenson effectively aborts the project with a simile evoking brute, physical 

destruction: “all I can do now is... clear the book, like a piece of bush, with axe and cutlass” 

(Letters 7: 102).  

 Regardless of the fact that Stevenson’s “big book” remained incomplete, three years 

later, Colvin resuscitated the project. Colvin was beginning work on the Edinburgh Edition of 

Stevenson’s collected works and proposed to his friend that he publish “picked passages from the 
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out-of-print Black and White letters” (Letters to Charles Baxter 346). Stevenson’s response to 

Colvin’s suggestion was positive: “I am strong for making a volume out of selections from the 

South Sea Letters” (Letters 8: 344). A few months later, before Stevenson could make this 

“selection,” he had succumbed to a cerebral hemorrhage at his Samoan estate of Vailima. Colvin 

carried on with The Edinburgh Edition and published a selection of the letters under the title of 

In the South Seas (1896).
10

 In his “Introduction” to The Edinburgh Edition of In the South Seas, 

Colvin explained that the letters had not previously been published in book form because 

Stevenson had “realized that the personal and the impersonal elements were not successfully 

combined, nor in proportions that contented his readers” (x). Nevertheless, according to Colvin, 

“when the scheme of the Edinburgh Edition was maturing,” Stevenson had “desired that a 

selection should be made from them” (x).The Hawai’ian chapters “did not come out at all to his 

own satisfaction,” Colvin asserted, “and have accordingly been omitted” (x). In addition to the 

material on the “Kona Coast” of Hawai’i, the account of “Pearl Island: Penrhyn” was likewise 

removed by Colvin (Buckton 154). The Marquesas, Paumotus, and Gilbert Islands chapters were 

all included, however, and Colvin added that the Gilbert Islands sections were “the part of his 

work with which the author was himself best satisfied” (x). According to Swearingen, Colvin’s 

edition was based on the text of the 1890 copyright edition, proofs sent in 1891 by McClure 

(which possibly included those with Stevenson’s annotations), the detailed plan of the work 

which Stevenson sent him (Letters 6: 335-336), and possibly on Stevenson’s revised or unrevised 

manuscripts. 

                                                 
10

 While the critic and biographer Frank McLynn misleadingly refers to the “In the South Seas letters” (329, 406), it 

is worth stressing that In the South Seas was never actually used as a title while Stevenson was alive. In her article 

“Stevenson gets lost in the South Seas,” Cinzia Giglioni makes a similarly misleading claim when she states that the 

title In the South Seas “reveals much about the way in which [Stevenson broaches] his subject” (199). 
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 The table below lists the different formats of Stevenson’s In the South Seas: his 1888-

1889 travel diary; the 1890 copyright edition of The South Seas; the serialized versions of the 

South Sea Letters, and finally, the posthumous editions of In the South Seas.  

 

Date Item Description 

1888 – 1889 “Journal of Two Visits to the 

South Seas” 

Huntington MS 2412. 140 pp. 

titled “Cruise of the Casco,” 

Stevenson’s day-to-day record 

of events in the Marquesas 

and Paumotus, 15 July – 21 

September 1888; 6 pp. 

beginning “Tahiti. October 

14
th

. [1888]”; 20 pp. titled 

“Kona Coast Hawai’i,” 28 

April – 2 May 1889; 70 pp. 

beginning “Butaritari. July 

[1889].”  

November 1890 The South Seas: A Record of 

Three Cruises 

Twenty-two copies printed by 

Cassell’s in London. The 

edition comprised the first 

fifteen chapters of Stevenson’s 

intended work. The South Seas 

formed the proofs for the 

serial publication in Black and 

White and the New York Sun. 

6 February – 19 December 

1891 

South Sea letters serialized in 

the New York Sun. 

The letters appear under the 

title of “Letters from a 

Leisurely Traveller.” The Sun 

included Stevenson’s sections 

on “The Kona Coast” and 

“Penrhyn: Pearl Island.” 

Serialization was cancelled 

after thirty-seven installments 

had appeared in print. Fifty 

had been the agreed-upon 

number. 

1 February – 13 December 

1891 

South Sea letters are serialized 

in England’s Black and White. 

 

The letters appear under the 

title of “The South Seas: A 

Record of Three Cruises.” 
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1896 In the South Seas Published posthumously and 

edited by Sidney Colvin. 

Volume 20 of The Works of 

Robert Louis Stevenson, The 

Edinburgh Edition. The 

edition consists of four parts, 

thirty five chapters, selected 

from the whole series. It is 

divided as follows: 1. The 

Marquesas (15 chapters), 2. 

The Paumotus (6 chapters), 3. 

The Gilberts (7 chapters), 4. 

The Gilberts – Apemama (7 

chapters).  

1912 In the South Seas Edited by Andrew Lang. 

Volume 18 of Works by R. L. 

Stevenson, The Swanston 

Edition. Lang included 

material on Hawai’i in a fifth 

section titled “The Eight 

Islands.” In this edition the 

order of the parts was: 1. The 

Marquesas, 2. The Paumotus, 

3. The Eight Islands, 4. The 

Gilberts, 5. The Gilberts – 

Apemama.  

1998 In the South Seas Edition, Introduction, and 

Notes by Neil Rennie.  

 

2.2 Stevenson’s Pacific Phenomenology 

The disparaging reaction to Stevenson’s The South Seas (1890) and to his subsequent South Sea 

letters (1891) – Edmund Gosse, for instance, claimed that “There has been a good deal of 

disappointment among the few who have read the approaching South Sea letters” (qtd. in 

McLynn 408) – contrasts sharply with the late twentieth-and early twenty-first century’s critical 

interest in In the South Seas (1896).
11

 A recurring topic for current Stevenson scholars is the 

                                                 
11

 Studies which examine anthropological aspects of this text include Neil Rennie’s “Introduction” to In the South 

Seas (1998), Scott Ashley’s essays “Primitivism, Celtism and Morbidity in the Atlantic fin de siècle” (2000) and 

“The Poetics of Race in 1890s Ireland: an Ethnography of the Aran Islands” (2001), Liam Connell’s essay “More 

than a library: the Ethnographic Potential of Stevenson’s South Sea Writing” (2004), Ann C. Colley’s Robert Louis 
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author’s representation of Pacific societies and the degree to which he responded to, and engaged 

with nineteenth-century British anthropology.
12

 A distinctive feature of In the South Seas is 

Stevenson’s strategy of inter-island comparisons; indeed he chastises those “who are acquainted 

only with a single group [of islands]” (32) for coming up with ready-made solutions that cannot 

be applied to large variety of islands and their populations. In order to consider the serious 

problems facing these populations, the commentator must be able to draw from a large body of 

knowledge. For example, in his discussion of Polynesians’ use of opium Stevenson compares the 

Marquesas with Hawai’i and notes that although they are the “two groups the most infected with 

this vice” yet “the population of the one is the most civilized, that of the other by far the most 

barbarous” (32). In addition to stressing the cultural heterogeneity of the Pacific, Stevenson, in a 

distinctly modern manner, urges his contemporaries to go out into the field. He pokes fun at 

armchair anthropologists, specifically his correspondent and Scottish mythographer Andrew 

Lang: “[the Marquesas] is the place for [Lang] to go when he shall be weary of Middlesex and 

Homer” (12).
13

 Stevenson was self-conscious of the fact that he was in situ, and boasts in a letter 

to his friend Charles Baxter, “[my book] will tell you more of the South Seas... than any other 

                                                                                                                                                             
Stevenson and the Colonial Imagination (2004), Laavanyan Ratnapalan’s essays (2006) and “Stevenson’s 

anthropology of the Pacific Islands” (2009), David Farrier’s Unsettled Narratives: The Pacific Writings of 

Stevenson, Ellis, Melville and London (2007), Oliver Buckton’s Cruising with Robert Louis Stevenson (2007), 

Roslyn Jolly’s Stevenson in the Pacific (2009), Ilaria B. Sborgi’s essay “ ‘Home’ in the South Seas” (2009), Sylvie 

Largeaud-Ortéga’s essay “Stevenson’s ‘little tale’ is a ‘library’: an anthropological approach to ‘The Beach of 

Falesá’” (2009) and Ainsi Soit-île: Littérature et anthropologie dans les Contes des mers du sud de Robert Louis 

Stevenson (2012), and Lawrence Phillips’s The South Pacific Narratives of Robert Louis Stevenson and Jack London 

(2012).  
12

 Liam Connell observes that while Stevenson was alive, his South Seas letters were used to support 

anthropological theories about the Pacific; for instance, the Scottish ethnographer Andrew Lang cited Stevenson’s 

letters as evidence for his own hypothesis regarding “tapu” in Magic and Religion (151). Lang also provided one of 

the most comprehensive editions of In the South Seas, which included one previously unpublished section, in the 

1912 Swanston edition of the Works of Robert Louis Stevenson.  
13

 On 23 March 1889 Stevenson wrote the Tahitian Chief Tati Salmon two letters of introduction (Salmon was 

planning a trip to England). The first letter of introduction was meant for Colvin and the second was for Lang whom 

Stevenson describes to Salmon as: a “great authority on folk-lore, ballads, etc.” (Letters 6: 269). To Lang, Stevenson 

wrote: “Allow me to introduce to you my friend, Mr Tati Salmon, Chief of Papara and of the Teva Clan, and the only 

living authority on Tahitian poetry” (Letters 6: 269).  
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writer has done – except Herman Melville perhaps, who is a howling cheese” (Letters 6: 207).
14

 

The Stevenson critic Sylvie Largeaud-Ortéga argues that since Stevenson was a first-hand 

witness to what he was writing about he was “practic[ing] extensively what anthropologists some 

thirty years onward were to name ‘participating observation,’” and she insists that “by modern 

standards, Stevenson can be called a pioneering anthropologist of the Pacific” (117). Scott 

Ashley echoes Largeaud-Ortéga’s claim by stressing that Stevenson “should be incorporated 

within the histories of anthropology, or the rich cultural context in which the discipline was 

founded risks being thinned” (117-118). Similarly, Reid claims that In the South Seas is a 

significant contribution to the history of Pacific anthropology because it “sheds light on the 

discipline at a pivotal stage in its development, pointing forward intriguingly to the twentieth 

century’s more relativist anthropology” (173).  

Laavanyan Ratnapalan’s and Rosella Mallardi’s discussions of the anthropological 

dimension of In the South Seas resonate closely with my own focus on Stevenson’s 

phenomenological representation of visual perception. Ratnapalan demonstrates that Stevenson’s 

approach to anthropology was indebted to continental philosophy, particularly to Hegel’s 

phenomenological philosophy (“Stevenson’s Anthropology” 137-138). For this reason, In the 

South Seas is not so much an “objective study of species” as it is a subjective account of the 

author’s “experience of the phenomenal world” (139). Instead of providing an objective record 

of Pacific topography, for instance, Stevenson meditates on the landscape’s “continuous shifting 

movement of tones” (Ratnapalan 139). When describing the pleasure of wading knee-deep in the 

surf, Stevenson observes that, “As the reflux drew down, marvels of colour and design streamed 

between my feet” (19). For the traveller, the Pacific is characterized by the concept of “reflux”: 

the motif of oceanic fluctuations – the chromatic ebb and flow – extends to the impression of 

                                                 
14

 “Howling cheese” is a colloquial expression used as a compliment (Letters 6: 207, n.5). 
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temporal and spatial unfolding that is created by the landscape’s gradual disclosure of “the face 

of the world” (19). This anthropomorphic “world” is simultaneously flowing and fixed in time: it 

is “a prehistoric emptiness” in which “life appeared to stand stock-still” (19). For Stevenson, the 

spectral landscape straddles temporalities and exists in a “prehistoric” vacuum. His impression of 

the Gilbert Islands’ archipelago is that “it seemed not so much degrees of latitude that we had 

crossed, as centuries of time that we had re-ascended” (174; my italics). Stevenson’s experience 

of crossing the Pacific is not only a matter of spatial movement but it is also a temporal one; in a 

June 1889 letter to Colvin, he remarks that the “Pacific is a strange place, the nineteenth century 

only exists there in spots; all round, it is a no man’s land of the ages, a stir-about of epochs and 

races, barbarisms and civilisations, virtues and crimes” (Letters 6: 312). Stevenson’s rhetoric of 

time as physically dispersed recalls Johannes Fabian’s influential remark that the “roaming” 

Western traveller discovers a previously unknown “‘age’” (25). Fabian’s influential theorization 

of how anthropologists constructed different temporal systems in their field-work and writing 

echoes Stevenson’s conceptualization of the region’s remarkable lack of linear logic. In fact, 

Stevenson participates in what Fabian argues is anthropology’s “denial of coevalness” (31) or, in 

other words, that the anthropologist and his object of study do not inhabit the same “age, 

duration, or epoch” (31). This concept is tied to the literary device prevalent in anthropological 

writing known as “the ethnographic present” which presents Indigenous culture as though it were 

frozen in a pre-history, preceding contact with Europeans.
15

 The “denial of coevalness” results in 

                                                 
15

 In his article “Shadows at Twilight: A Note on History and the Ethnographic Present,” John W. Burton provides 

the history for the concept of “the ethnographic present” and the first uses of this term. He notes that contrary to 

popular belief, Malinowski “did not coin the phrase, but did indeed rely upon the a-temporal style it denotes” (422). 

Roughly a decade after the publication of Argonauts of the Western Pacific, in 1942, the anthropologist C. Coon 

coined “the ethnographic present” in Principles of Anthropology: “The ethnographic present is the time at which a 

given event described in the text took place or takes place. Thus, in a description of an event in our society, it is 1941 

A. D. unless otherwise specified…. Events which are described for primitive peoples are ordinarily set in the period 

after the people in question had been discovered and observed by Europeans but before their equilibria had been 

upset by tangent relations with them. Thus the ethnographic present for the Aztecs would be approximately 1519 
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the anthropological practice of “allochronism,” or situating the object of study into a different 

temporal order (32). Stevenson’s writing at times, certainly occupies a place in the history of 

“allochronic discourse” (37): in his account the cultures of the Pacific are not afforded the same 

logical progression or organization as European history, and instead are caught in a chaotic “stir-

about of epochs.” Stevenson conceives of Pacific historicity, or lack thereof, as patchwork: the 

nineteenth century or modernity is available only in “spots.” The experience of Pacific travel is 

analogized to going back and forth into the past and present, or, in other words, time in the 

Pacific is experienced as the past unfolding in present time. Ashley’s observation that Stevenson 

appears caught “in a riptide through time” (“Primitivism” 176) is useful when considering 

Stevenson’s remark that “the nineteenth century only exists there in spots.” Ashley’s metaphor of 

the “riptide” effectively builds on the noun’s literal meaning of oceanic disturbances, evoking 

both the notion of spatial and temporal upheaval. This temporal “stir-about,” or chronoschism
16

 

correlates with the synaesthetic effect of spending long unchanging months on an atoll where 

time begins to sound like “a drowsy monotone” (111).  Again, Stevenson associates the sensation 

of unchanging time with music when, walking along the Marquesan shore, he hears a pipe whose 

sound produces “an effect like Que le jour me dure repeated endlessly” (18).
17

 The sound of 

eternal duration is the soundtrack that accompanies Stevenson’s “prehistoric emptiness.” Even 

Polynesian dance and music are set apart since “ocean races” are blessed with an “extremely 

                                                                                                                                                             
A.D., the year that Cortez arrived” (qtd. in Burton 423). Burton adds that Coon’s shorter definition of “the 

ethnographic present” consists of: “[imagining a culture] as it was still functioning unimpaired by outside 

influences” (424).  
16

 I borrow this term from Ursula K. Heise’s study entitled Chronoschisms: Time, Narrative, and Postmodernism. 

Heise’s book demonstrates “how the narrative organization of postmodern novels reconceives temporality regardless 

of whether their subject matter involves explicit references to history or not, and how these formal strategies form 

part of a restructuration of time that goes far beyond literature and affects a broad range of cultural and social 

practices” (2-3). While I am not suggesting that Stevenson’s account of Pacific temporality is in any way 

“postmodern,” I find that the concept of “chronoschism” is useful in considering how Stevenson portrays the 

chronology of the Pacific as disrupted, discontinuous or fractured.  
17

 “Que le jour me dure” is the title of a song by Jean-Jacques Rousseau that is included in his collection Les 

consolations des misères de ma vie, ou Recueils d’airs, romances et duos (1781).   
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perfect” “sense of time.” Stevenson stresses the inherently perfect harmony of movement and 

rhythm in Islander art-forms and imagines that “almost every sound and movement fell in one” 

(75). Despite this allochronic representation of Pacific societies and populations, Stevenson 

includes himself and Marquesans in the same vision of universal extinction. In Anaho he makes 

the acquaintance of a young Marquesan woman who speaks “a fair share of French” (22). When 

Stevenson explains to her that it is much colder in England and that the vegetation grows with 

difficulty the girl becomes very serious. According to Stevenson, the girl is reminded of the 

“decease of her own people. ‘Ici pas de Kanaques,’ said she; and taking the baby from her 

breast, she held it out to me with both her hands. ‘Tenez – a little baby like this; then dead. All 

the Kanaques die. Then no more” (22). Suddenly, Stevenson is struck by the “perspective of 

centuries” and sees “their case as ours, death coming in like a tide, and the day already numbered 

when there should be no more Beretani, and no more of any race whatever” (23).  

Stevenson’s sensual immersion in a “prehistoric emptiness” has significant 

phenomenological implications. Recalling that Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy of phenomenology 

relies on the concept of embodiment in which there is no divide between subject and object, I 

suggest that Stevenson occupies a position analogous to the “see-er” from Merleau-Ponty’s essay 

on painting, “Eye and Mind.” For Merleau-Ponty, the see-er, “Immersed in the visible by his 

body, itself visible... does not appropriate what he sees; he merely approaches it by looking, he 

opens himself to the world” (354). According to Merleau-Ponty, a painter’s vision, or “his” act 

of looking, extends and opens up “his” body. The breakdown or the reversibility between the 

perceiver and the observed corresponds with Stevenson’s heightened awareness of the flux of his 

own bodily sensations, which is prefigured by the oceanic, spatial, and temporal “reflux.” In a 

letter to Burlingame, Stevenson alludes to his perception of being embedded in the Pacific when 
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he writes that when his travels are complete he “shall know something of the South Seas… or 

else the South Seas will contain all there is of me” (Letters 6: 278). In contrast with remaining an 

outsider in the Pacific, Stevenson’s description resonates with Merleau-Ponty’s claim in “Eye 

and Mind” that space is not an entity separate from perception. In fact, Merleau-Ponty argues 

that the body is not only situated within space, but is also the point from which all space 

expands: “I do not see [space] according to its exterior envelope; I live in it from the inside; I am 

immersed in it. After all, the world is all around me, not in front of me” (367).  

Stevenson’s phenomenological understanding of his place in the Pacific anticipates what 

the visual culture historian Martin Jay refers to as the nineteenth century’s “return of the body” 

(152).
18

 The “return of the body” is implicit in Merleau-Ponty’s theory of embodied vision, one 

which reunites the previously divided (in Cartesian dualism) subject and object. For Merleau-

Ponty sight, like touch, resides foremost in the body, so that the act of seeing produces a “double 

belongingness.”
19

  Based on Merleau-Ponty’s formulation, Stevenson perceives the Pacific as an 

                                                 
18

 The “return of the body” implies that at some point the body was split off from its senses, especially, in this case, 

from vision. As previously noted in Chapter One, Taylor Carman situates the origins of this body-vision split with 

pre-Socratic philosophers. The splitting off of vision from the body continued throughout the Medieval period. In 

the seventeenth century, Descartes and other Enlightenment thinkers developed theories of sight based on dualism. 

What Carman refers to as the “Cartesian-Lockean” model established the supremacy of the observer over the things 

he observed. Furthermore, in this model, the eyes are conceived of as tools that merely assist in human observation. 

The Cartesian insistence that man stands at a distance from the world was promoted through this model of 

disembodied vision. Nineteenth- and early twentieth-century developments in anatomy and physiology, coupled 

with artistic and philosophical movements, culminated in a forceful rejection of the well-established Cartesian 

model of a subjective, controlling, and objectifying gaze. In the latter half of the twentieth century, an antiocular 

discourse swept across the fields of art and cultural theory (Jacobs 7). As Jay notes, vision now stood for all that was 

oppressive: “The evil eye emerged from the realm of superstition to become the ruling metaphor of social control 

and political oppression at its most insidious” (378). The antiocular critique – forcefully represented in the feminist 

response to visual culture – remains, however, based on Cartesian dualism since vision as an essentially objectifying 

force relies on maintaining the mind/body split.  
19

 Merleau-Ponty’s theory of the embodied eye represents the complete breakdown of Cartesian disembodiment, the 

corollary to what Jay has called “Cartesian perspectivalism.” Jay’s use of “Cartesian” describes the “scopic regime” 

that dates back to the seventeenth century and is characterized by a kind of vision that is monocular, disembodied, 

and objective. Over the course of the nineteenth century and culminating in the twentieth, “Cartesian 

perspectivalism” begins to erode and leads to what Karen Jacobs calls a “Western crisis of confidence in the eye” 

(8). In his highly influential study, Jonathan Crary pinpoints the 1820s and 1830s as the time during which “the 

visible escapes from the timeless incorporeal order of the camera obscura and becomes lodged in another apparatus, 

within the unstable physiology and temporality of the human body” (70). Crary goes on to argue that early and mid 
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extension of his own perceiving body, and thus, In the South Seas can be read as a record of his 

perception. 

Ratnapalan’s, and my own, understanding that Stevenson’s anthropological method relies 

on his bodily sensations and embraces his embodied and unreliable “eye” intersects with 

Mallardi’s emphasis on Stevenson’s “sophisticated use of perspective” (97). Mallardi’s claim 

that Stevenson’s Pacific writing “breaks definitively with the Victorian epistemic system 

founded on subjective vision and with a realism based on the narrator’s reliability and authority” 

(97) supports Ratnaplan’s recognition of Stevenson’s philosophical approach to his material. Her 

position stems from the understanding that Stevenson’s “colonial imagination” was deeply 

influenced by photography and other “proto-cinematographic” media: his narrative style is, 

according to her, “equivalent to framing, to moving or rolling panoramas, zoom shots, dissolves, 

superimposition, and phantasmagorical and spiritualistic photographic effects” (98). 

Unfortunately, Mallardi fails to acknowledge Stevenson’s actual photographic practice and the 

photographs that resulted from it, which are surely the potential visual correlatives of his 

“colonial imagination” and the physical results of his “varied perspective” and his rejection of 

“objective vision” (97). Similarly, Ratnapalan does not account for the way in which 

photography might have impacted Stevenson’s embodied experiences and his “philosophical 

anthropology.”  

Hence, the remainder of this Chapter develops Ratnapalan’s and Mallardi’s conceptual 

frameworks by arguing that Stevenson depicts Pacific travel as a visually and perceptually 

destabilizing experience. As he travels through “the outrageous ocean” Stevenson narrates the 

                                                                                                                                                             
nineteenth-century intellectuals and scientists were developing an increasingly abstract and subjective model of 

vision based on biological differences. In philosophical terms, these experiments – such as those with the retinal 

afterimage – represented an effort to undermine “Cartesian” epistemologies, and to replace them with “alternatives 

that explored the embodied and culturally mediated character of sight” (Jay 150). 
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sensation of having the divisions between “subject” and “object,” “perceiver” and “perceived” 

blurred and, oftentimes collapsed.
20

 

2.3 The Spectacular and Phantasmagoric Pacific 

Stevenson begins his travel narrative by expressing a desire to be surrounded by the Pacific: the 

ailing traveller longs to be carried “among scenes that had attracted me in youth and health” (5). 

The author’s romantic urge for a Pacific haven climaxes with the evocation of the locus 

amoenus, an erotic “experience [that] can never be repeated. The first love, the first sunrise, the 

first South Sea island, are memories apart and touched a virginity of sense” (6). This series of 

Pacific “firsts” access and reveal a new, “virgin” sensorium. The preoccupation with “firsts” is 

repeated at the opening of Part II when he tells his reader that “we were bound for scenes so 

                                                 
20

 The historical/cultural context for Stevenson’s account of his visual and sensual perceptions is provided by Kate 

Flint in The Victorian Visual Imagination, who explains that “[t]he Victorians were fascinated with the act of seeing, 

with the question of the reliability – or otherwise – of the human eye, and with the problems of interpreting what 

they saw… [T]he act of seeing was something performed by individuals, each with their particular subjectivities, 

and their own ocular physiology” (2). Flint’s emphasis on the fact that Victorians recognized that vision was not 

essentially reliable, because it depended on “particular subjectivities,” should not be taken as a monolithic model of 

vision for the nineteenth century. According to Foucault, for instance, the industrialization and modernization of 

nineteenth-century society with its plethora of modern “disciplinary” institutions (prisons, asylums, hospitals, and 

schools), created modern subjects who were “visible” (Crary 16). In this scenario, subjects internalize the gaze of 

others and become self-regulating; for instance, in Foucault’s famous case-study of Bentham’s panoptic prison 

scheme he “details the shift from the externalized spectacle of punishment to the ‘internalized’ structure of self-

scrutiny” (Jacobs 13). Foucault’s conception of a modern world in which the “dispersed powers of surveillance 

produce fully self-regulating subjects” (Jacobs 14) continues to influence readings of Victorian texts. In the case of 

In the South Seas, particular passages that involve Islanders staring at Stevenson lend themselves well to readings of 

“the gaze” but do not fit within a Foucauldian structure since the Islanders’ gazes cannot be internalized by 

Stevenson as a form of “discipline” and they remain Other. For example, when Marquesans board the Casco for an 

initial encounter, Stevenson describes his “despair” from sitting “there helpless under all these staring orbs” (9). His 

discomfort at being watched by the silent, staring Islanders anticipates the moment in Chapter Three when he 

glimpses Marquesans sitting perched at the top of a tree, “motionless as an idol and watching us without a wink” 

(19-20). The thought that the “tree-top spies” – like the guards in a panopticon – have been “supervis[ing]” the 

travellers “at all hours” sends a chill down Stevenson’s spine (20). Stevenson’s fear and impatience at being 

relegated to the status of “the object of the Marquesan gaze” (Smith, Literary 112) is not, perhaps, the whole story 

that can be told about these passages, since the Casco encounter is also being photographed. In fact, either Osbourne 

or Stevenson was wearing a concealed “detective” or “button-hole” camera under his jacket (the resulting 

photographs are LSH 15091p01 and p02). The resulting images from the encounter might, therefore, be read as 

evidence for Stevenson’s ability to return “the Marquesan gaze.” In his unpublished essay “The End of the Theory of 

the Gaze” (2002-2009), James Elkins gives a succinct history of the discourse of the “gaze” in Art Historical 

discourse and concludes with the following statement: “the gaze [is] a treacherous concept: indispensable for the 

kinds of analyses that still matter in visual theory, but ambiguous, self-contradictory, occasionally too rigid, too 

abstract, too general or loose or thin or simply unhelpful” (28). 
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different… for a new province of creation” (107; my italics). Here, the use of the conventional 

trope of the Pacific as a primaeval “province of creation” is undercut by the theatrical metaphor 

which compares the ahistorical landscape to “scenes,” or theatrical backdrops. The recurring 

theatrical metaphor is, perhaps, Stevenson’s nod to the fact that coming long after the age of 

great exploration and discovery, the Pacific is no longer a “new province” but rather presents 

itself as a series of well-ordered tableaux. Significantly, in a letter from July 1894, Stevenson 

describes his own photographic negatives in terms which echo his literary representation of the 

Pacific landscape. He writes to J. M. Barrie that his “own negatives have always represented a 

province of chaos and old night in which you might dimly perceive fleecy spots of twilight, 

representing nothing” (Letters 8: 319; my italics).
21

 Scrutinizing his negatives, he envisions the 

blotches as a nightmare of enduring and nihilistic darkness. This “province of chaos” that 

appears in the failed negative recalls the “province of creation” (107). However, while the 

“chaos” depicted in the negative does not evoke the same sense of renewal as the Pacific’s scene 

of “creation,” both the negative and the Pacific begin as literal and figurative blank spaces: the 

sun acts upon the light-sensitive paper in order to usher out an image, and Stevenson identifies 

and make visible those “scenes” that are latent in the Pacific for his readers.  

The theatricality of the landscape is described when he reaches the Tahitian Island of 

Atuona. The island, he observes, is “framed in a theatre of mountains.” These “mountains” are 

then compared to an “amphitheatre” (78) that enhances the “salient character” of “the scene” 

(77). These moments position Stevenson as the observer of a wondrous Pacific spectacle. The 

topography continues its spectacular performance: the emergence of Ua-huna’s peaks from “the 

attenuating darkness” prompts him to note “the strangeness of the shores” as they begin to take 

                                                 
21

 Stevenson is responding to a photograph that Barrie has sent him of his mother. He remarks on the picture’s 

quality: “[The photograph] bears evident traces of the hand of an amateur. How is it that amateurs invariably take 

better photographs than professionals?” (Letters 8: 319).  
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“shape.” The animated land “heave[s] up in peaks and rising vales,” before falling back into 

dangerously steep and ominous “cliffs and buttresses” (6). Struggling to describe this seeming 

undulating landscape, Stevenson falls back on Gothic tropes in order to convey the sense of 

gloom. As the darkness slowly lifts, a strange sight is revealed: in the dissipating darkness the 

peaks of mountains appear, and the needles of Ua-pu, “prick[ing]” the horizon, resemble a 

monstrous Gothic cathedral, “like the pinnacles of some ornate monstrous church” (6). The 

Gothic simile only partially translates the unfamiliar topography into familiar pictorial 

conventions: as the Casco continues to sail through a labyrinth of isles, amorphous shapes and an 

unstable colour spectrum are projected on the screen-like sky and “deceive[] the eye” (6). The 

“fifty modulations” of colour and the ornamental canopy of “opalescent clouds” are 

indistinguishable from the “articulations of the mountains.” The island is suggested through its 

“unsubstantial canopy” that “rose and shimmered before us like a single mass,” a “pale 

phantasmagoria of cliff and cloud” (6). Secure aboard the Casco, Stevenson stands on deck and 

watches as the spectacular Pacific glides before his eyes. The landscape appears to travel, like 

slides on a projector, while the Casco remains still: “in silence and desertion these fair shores 

slipped past… The low shores of Kauehi streamed past our eyes in silence like a picture” (112-

13). The landscape effectively works on Stevenson like a phantasmagoric séance.  

The cultural historian Marina Warner explains the origins and mechanisms of the 

phantasmagoria:
22

  

                                                 
22

 As a term, “phantasmagoria” is used figuratively by Adorno and Benjamin to develop the association “between 

the spectator at the Phantasmagoria and the consumer under capitalism” (Chaudhary 20), coming “to designate all 

manner of mass distractions, from the consumer’s experience of the shopping arcades in Paris… to the panoramas 

and dioramas that would engulf the observer and encapsulate the world” (92). According to Zahid Chaudhary, the 

phantasmagoria “floods the senses and strives to construct patterns of wholeness, unity, and surface harmony in 

order to numb the body to reality” (92).  
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In Paris, soon after the Revolution, the showman and inventor Etienne-Gaspard 

Robertson staged a son-et-lumière Gothic moving picture show, under the name 

of ‘Fantasmagorie’... Robertson used a projector, the Fantascope, dispensed with 

the conventional theatre’s raised stage, the puppet show box, and the proscenium 

arch, and concentrated his lighting sources and effects in the projector itself by 

placing it behind a large flat screen like a theatrical scrim. He also mounted his 

newfangled magic lantern on rollers, so that when, concealed behind the screen, 

he pulled back from the audience, the image swelled and appeared to lunge 

forward into their ranks. (147) 

Stevenson’s depiction of the setting sun on the Marquesan mountains echoes Warner’s 

description of how the phantasmagoria works: “the sculpture of the range comes into relief, huge 

gorges sinking into shadow, huge, tortuous buttresses standing edged with sun. At all hours of 

the day they strike the eye with some new beauty, and the mind with the same menacing gloom” 

(77; my italics). The partially concealed “sun” functions like the phantasmagoria projector: 

intensifying the shadowy effect that “strikes” his externalized “eye” and “mind.” The rugged and 

plunging Marquesan landscape foregrounds the unreliability of Stevenson’s vision: “I could have 

fancied, as I raised my eyes to measure [the mountain], that it loomed higher than before” (94). 

Like the phantasmagoria which creates the appearance of an image “swelling” and “lunging” 

forward, the atoll of Tikei is experienced as an optical illusion:   

Then the sun rose, pierced a gap in these débris of vapours, and displayed an 

inconsiderable islet, a flat plate upon the sea, and spiked with palms of 

disproportioned altitude… thrown direct against the splendor of the morning, 
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robbed of all its colour, and deformed with disproportioned trees like bristles on a 

broom. (109)  

Stevenson does not perceive the atoll as a cohesive landmass; instead the “vapourous” distortions 

seem to create a “deformed” and “disproportioned” topography. Stevenson’s vision fails to 

distinguish between solid cliffs and airy clouds, between the material and the immaterial.  

Several passages stress the corporeality, and thus the fallibility of Stevenson’s eyes.  

Awaking on the deck of the Casco, his eyes are dazzled by the light of the rising sun. The sun, 

figured as the “eyeball of the dawn,” floods his eyes with a blinding light that creates vaporous 

shapes, while “bluish ruins of the morning bank like melting icebergs” (109). This experience, 

for Stevenson, is akin to, 

wad[ing] out on the reef during the day [, which] is blinding and giddying to the 

last degree: a vast, wrinkled, unbearable, glory spreads all about, and just below a 

little steel sun (reflected in the water) stares up at you with an eye of fire that you 

do everything to avoid and find inevitable. (Letters 6: 332)  

In both passages, Stevenson has become the object of the personified sun’s gaze. The sensation 

of “giddiness” – “a confused sensation of swimming or whirling in the head, with proneness to 

fall; affected with vertigo, dizzy” (OED 2a) – is a result of the sun’s catoptric effect on the water: 

its reflection overpowers and surrounds his senses. The unavoidable experience is 

simultaneously “unbearable” and “glor[ious].”  

Another passage features a striking metaphor of the sun as an eyeball. On Apemama, the 

sunlight is so “blinding” that Stevenson is forced to flee from “the red conjunctiva, the 

suppurating eyeball, and the beggar who pursues and beseeches the passing foreigner for 

eyewash” (219). Here, the sun is figured in explicitly anatomical terms: the “conjunctiva” is the 
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“mucous membrane which lines the inner surface of the eyelids and is reflected over the front of 

the eyeball, thus conjoining this with the lids” (OED). Not only has the sun become an eyeball 

but its rays are “suppurating,” or causing a discharge of pus. The sun metaphor effectively 

collapses the distinction between Stevenson’s (and the “beggar’s”) own visual dis-ease and the 

external cause of the discomfort. Thus, this metaphor depicts the perceptual experience of the 

sun and its effects on the body as identical, rather than causally related. 

Stevenson’s visual sensations cannot be accommodated into the classical paradigm of the 

camera obscura. According to Stevenson, in the above examples, his acts of vision occur 

simultaneously with being seen by the sun. As he perceives his body extending outwards, the sun 

embodies the physical pain which he himself experiences. This image of bodily extension recurs 

when Stevenson describes the sensation of physical immersion into darkness: “We hung there, 

illuminated like a galaxy of stars in vacuo” (182). Here, sitting in absolute darkness, Stevenson 

becomes an astral body who radiates light into the hollowness of space.  

In contrast to the physical openness of Stevenson’s vision, the camera obscura is 

characterized by “its enclosedness, its darkness, its separation from an exterior” (Crary 247).  

Moreover, the camera obscura’s single opening does not allow for “the potentially dangerous 

dazzlement of the senses by the light of the sun” (Crary 247-248).
23

 Whereas the camera obscura 

“repositioned” the observer “in a sealed interior to view its particular contents” (Crary 68), 

Stevenson’s account of the effects of light and colours belongs “entirely to the body of the 

observer” (Crary 68). Indeed, the “bluish ruins,” the “vast, wrinkled, unbearable, glory,” and the 

                                                 
23

 According to Jonathan Crary the camera obscura is a significant model for “delimiting and defining the relations 

between observer and world” (245). Both Locke’s Essay on Human Understanding (1690) and Newton’s Opticks 

(1704) use the image of the camera obscura and its interiorized and disembodied subject. Crary summarizes what 

these texts demonstrate: that the camera obscura was a model for the simultaneous observation of empirical 

phenomena, and for reflective introspection (246). Remarking on the camera’s “decorporealization of vision,” Crary 

states: “the monadic viewpoint of the individual is authenticated and legitimized by the camera obscura, but the 

observer’s physical and sensory experience is supplanted by the relations between a mechanical apparatus and a 

pregiven world of objective truth” (245). 
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“suppurating” do not emanate from the sun, but rather belong to “the corporeal subjectivity of 

the observer, which was a priori excluded from the concept of the camera obscura” (Crary 69).  

Again, Stevenson’s disturbed vision generates a “blinding and giddying” spectacle. The 

“indescribable island of Ua-pu” permeates his inner vision: “Islands we beheld in plenty,” he 

notes, “but they were of ‘such stuff as dreams are made on,’ and vanished at a wink, only to 

appear in other places” (108-109). Here the fantastical island landscape creates the illusion of a 

recurring dream or nightmare. Disappearing at a “wink” (a visual metaphor which further 

stresses the landscape’s association with playful optical illusions), only to reappear again, the 

Pacific in its ominous instability toys with Stevenson; indeed, the word “illusion” itself comes 

from the Latin “ludere,” “to play,” “to amuse oneself.” Stevenson’s association of the ludic with 

optical illusions represents the uncertainty and precariousness of perception. Significantly, the 

nineteenth century’s expansion of optical knowledge and the modes of human perception 

resulted in the invention of “philosophical toys”: “devices that played with the vagaries of visual 

capacity and conjured illusions” (Warner 19).  

We might consider Stevenson’s interest in visual play alongside his 1882 essay 

“Fontainebleau: Village Communities of Painters” in which he recommends the “French artistic 

education for an English painter or writer” (Jolly, Pacific 7). In “Fontainebleau,” Stevenson 

praises the French tendency towards a style of ornamentation which he characterizes as 

“arabesque.” He then goes on to compare the artist’s experimentation with the “arabesque” to a 

child “play[ing] with a kaleidoscope” (qtd. in Jolly, Pacific 7). For Stevenson, the intricate 

patterns that characterize the arabesque aesthetic – which is not limited to visual arts but also 

refers to literature – are comparable to the brightly coloured and constantly shifting patterns 

produced by a kaleidoscope. Jolly explains that in his essays from the 1870s and mid-1880s, 
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Stevenson was inspired by “the figure of arabesque” and endorsed an “anti-representational, anti-

utilitarian aesthetics” (Pacific 31). Although Stevenson’s Pacific writing was firmly rooted in a 

realist aesthetic, the arabesque still played a role in the way he interpreted the custom of 

tattooing. In In the South Seas, Stevenson describes a group of Marquesans who have rubbed 

saffron on themselves in order to “throw in a more high relief the arabesque of the tattoo” (75). 

Later on, but still in the Marquesas, Stevenson remarks that the Islanders’ tattooing testifies to 

their “gift of arabesque invention” (93). A few lines later, Stevenson observes that this tattooed 

man is also carving patterns into a stick and is pleased to note that the “talent” of tattooing 

appears in “another medium” (93).  

Stevenson’s straining of his “wearied optic nerve” increases as the “refulgent and 

revolving lights [that] stud the darkness” become indistinguishable from the “light-houses of the 

mind” (109).
24

 The description of corporeal vision and the by-products of the body’s nervous 

system echoes Crary’s description of how “the subjective contents of vision are dissociated from 

an objective world, in which the body itself produces phenomena that have no external correlate” 

(71). Indeed, the boundary between outer and inner vision is increasingly confused as Stevenson 

“star[es]” into “the obscure horizon” (108) for signs of an atoll’s shore, and believes that he sees 

“a red star” signaling “the embankment of a railway.” Confused and disoriented his eye starts to 

“look instinctively for the telegraph-posts,” which, of course, do not exist (110-111).   

                                                 
24

 Flint comments on the increase of visual stimuli during the Victorian period which could be figured as physically 

and mentally exhausting. As evidence of “the bodily effects of this new mode of looking,” she cites the Report of the 

Commission into the influence of railway travelling on public health (1862): “The rapidity and variety of 

impressions necessarily fatigue both the eye and the brain. The constantly varying distance at which the objects are 

placed involves an incessant shifting of the adaptive apparatus by which they are focused upon the retina; and the 

mental effort by which the brain takes cognizance of them is scarcely less productive of cerebral wear because it is 

unconscious” (qtd. in Flint 8).  
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The confounding landscape challenges the empirical science of navigation.
25

 Stevenson 

claims that “the charts are not to be trusted” (108), adding that he feels “sorry for cartographers” 

(111) since the landscape repeatedly defies perception and representation. Not only do the ocean 

and its land formations undermine the authority of cartography, but they also frustrate travellers’ 

attempts at reading visual landmarks. The case of the atoll, for instance, poses a distinct 

challenge: “we have the atoll; a thing of problematic origin and history, the reputed creature of 

an insect apparently unidentified; rudely annular in shape; enclosing a lagoon… offering to the 

eye, even when perfect, only a ring of glittering beach and verdant foliage, enclosing and 

enclosed by the blue sea” (108). Not only does the coral formation possess no known point of 

origin, but tedium seems to be an essential component of its structure: “Here and there, where it 

was high, the farther side loomed up; here and there the near side dipped entirely and showed a 

broad path of water into the lagoon; here and there both sides were equally abased, and we could 

look right through the discontinuous ring to the sea horizon on the south…. water within, water 

without – you have the image of the perfect atoll” (112). Stevenson’s repetition of “here and 

there,” and “water within, water without” parallels the visual exhaustion that accompanies the 

atoll’s monotonous, recursive geography of being both “enclosing and enclosed.”
26

 Finally, the 

Casco locates the “gateway” into the lagoon “having there its origin and end” (114). Once in the 

lagoon’s “inland sea,” the travellers peer over board and behold an “engaging spectacle” 

consisting of “many curiosities” (114). Stevenson pauses in his description of “blossom[ing]” 

                                                 
25

 In a letter to Baxter Stevenson describes the itinerary of the Equator through “ill charted seas” (Letters 6: 294). 
26

 Roughly a decade prior to his travels in the Pacific, Stevenson visited the state of Nebraska, recording this 

experience in Across the Plains (composed in 1879 and published in 1892). Like the boundless Pacific atoll, the 

plains of Nebraska are also a “world almost without a feature” barely punctuated by the “straight, unbroken, prison-

line of the horizon” (qtd. in Flint 297). In fact, according to Stevenson, Nebraska’s settlers were so distressed by the 

tedium of this exhausting horizon that they contracted “a sickness of the vision peculiar to these empty plains” (qtd. 

in Flint 297). Here, the horizon’s incarcerating flatness results in disease, sickening the viewers’ interiority. Kate 

Flint in The Victorians and the Visual Imagination cites Stevenson’s Nebraskan account in the context of the 

Victorian theorization of the horizon line (297). 
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coral and “stained and striped” fish to alert his readers that “I have since entered, I suppose, 

some dozen atolls in different parts of the Pacific, and the experience has never been repeated. 

That exquisite hue and transparency of submarine day, and these shoals of rainbow fish, have not 

enraptured me again” (114). This off-handed remark echoes Stevenson’s earlier emphasis on his 

“virginity of sense” and that certain experiences “can never be repeated” (6). Entering the 

opening of the atoll and experiencing its “engaging” “curiosities” for the first time certainly 

possesses a strong erotic overtone which further stresses the novelty of “first” Pacific 

experiences.  

The atoll’s physical manifestation of simultaneous exteriority and interiority, the fact that 

it is its own “origin and end” is forcefully re-evoked a few pages later when Stevenson describes 

the atoll as “lying coiled like a serpent, tail to mouth, in the outrageous ocean” (116). Remarking 

on the novelty of dwelling on an atoll, Stevenson notes that his senses remain “unblunted” 

(116).
27

 While his senses are still sharp, Stevenson provides an anecdote of a sea captain whose 

senses have become overwhelmed by his surroundings: “There for a while they viewed the on-

coming breakers, till one of the captains clapped suddenly his hand before his eyes and cried 

aloud that he could endure no longer to behold them” (116). The narrative suggests that the 

visually disturbing “on-coming breakers” are particular to the atoll’s uneasy relationship with the 

ocean which makes it difficult to tolerate mentally and physically.  

In my following Chapter’s epigraph, Fanny Stevenson describes an occasion during 

which Stevenson and Osbourne attempt to photograph a group of Islanders. The photography 

session proves to be a challenging one when the Islanders begin undermining the photographers’ 

authority. Fanny’s anecdote is conceptually linked to my discussion of the atoll’s dizzying 

geography – “this protracted thread of annular island” (116) – and its destabilizing, sensual, and 

                                                 
27

 The OED cites this passage from In the South Seas as the last of its six entries for “unblunted.”  
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intellectual effect on Stevenson. Like the “annular” atoll that is both a point of “origin” and an 

“end” point, as photographers Stevenson and Osbourne occupy the heady positions of 

photographic subjects and objects. While this process seems contradictory, we might better 

understand it by considering Nancy Armstrong’s distinction between the “gaze” and the 

“glance.”  

The “gaze,” according to Armstrong in Fiction in the Age of Photography, assumes “a 

world whose visual order exists separate and apart from any individual apprehension of it” 

(80).
28

 A photograph is the physical manifestation of the “gaze” since it “offers its viewer an 

image marking a specific position within a larger field of vision… [and] structures the field of 

vision so that we can make a match and acknowledge the identity of the object seen” (80). At the 

same time, however, the photograph also “offers its viewer an engaging surface across which the 

eye can travel, much as it would in encountering sensual variations in the object world” (80). 

This manner of “engaging the field of vision” is referred to as the “glance,” which, in contrast to 

the “gaze,” supposes “an object world in which the eye can wander and be ordered by that 

world” (80). Armstrong reconciles these “different scopic activities” (80) by arguing that 

nineteenth-century photography revealed the “interdependent relationship” of the “gaze” and 

“glance,” since “the invention of photography not only placed the camera on the same terrain as 

the eye, as something that could see for itself, it also shifted the camera into a position of 

potential superiority, where it decided that objects would henceforth be seen in the ways in 

which photographs either had or would picture them” (81). By taking into account the 

interdependence between these two modes of viewing, I approach Stevenson and Osbourne’s 

practice as one that is both normative and idiosyncratic. Armstrong’s travel metaphor – “it is 

                                                 
28

 See James Elkins’s unpublished essay “The End of the Theory of the Gaze” (2007) for an account of the concept 

of the “gaze” in Art Historical discourse. 
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possible to look at a position on the map while enjoying the view from the road” (81) – illustrates 

the way in which Victorian photography allowed the viewer to be both outside and inside the 

field of vision, a telling analogy for Stevenson and Osbourne’s photography.  
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Chapter 3 “Lloyd comes to photograph” 1: Stevenson and Osbourne’s 

Collaboration 

Lloyd and Louis planted their camera stand in the centre of the village, and walked about to look 

for good points of view. While they were away a serious-looking man delivered a lecture upon 

the apparatus, to the evident edification and wonder of the crowd. During his explanation he 

mimicked both Louis’s and Lloyd’s walk, showing how Lloyd carried the camera, while Louis 

walked about looking round him. I sat down on a log to wait, when immediately all the women 

and girls seated themselves on the ground, making me the centre of a half circle and gazing at me 

with hard, round eyes. 

 

- Fanny Stevenson (The Cruise of the ‘Janet Nichol’) 

 

 

3.1 Encountering the Lens 

In the above epigraph, Fanny describes how Stevenson and her son Osbourne become spectacles 

for those whom they wish to photograph: the Islanders’ parody of the photographic act – a 

“serious-looking man” delivers a lecture “upon the apparatus” – effectively subverts the 

photographers’ authority and, perhaps more broadly, questions the very legitimacy of their 

photographs as authoritative visual documents. Who controls the act of representation? Who is 

on display to whom? The playful Islander appropriates the device for his and his friends’ 

“edification and wonder,” making the apparatus, which is designed to look and record, itself the 

object of marvel or curiosity; likewise, the photographers’ idiosyncratic gestures become sources 

of amusement. Fanny too is not spared the scrutiny: while she sits on a nearby log, watching the 

unfolding event, Islander women surround and stare at her with their “hard and round” eyes; 

these unflinching indigenous eyes take on the attributes of a camera’s lens. Fanny’s self-

conscious narration about the witnessing of contact implicitly acknowledges that photography is 

predicated on a potentially unequal exchange of gazes, in which the photographer does not 

                                                 
1
 Letters 6: 347.  



 

 

68 

 

necessarily emerge unaffected. Fanny’s account introduces key issues in Stevenson and 

Osbourne’s photographic collaboration: their photographs repeatedly register (explicitly or 

implicitly) the presence of the photographer while also revealing the instability of photographic 

representation.  

The Stevensons’ correspondence frequently records the close encounter between the 

photographer and his subjects. As with this Chapter’s epigraph, which calls into question the 

very identity of who is watching whom, references to taking photographs, and to the 

photographic apparatus itself are ubiquitous in the Stevensons’ writings. Occasionally, these 

passages describe photographic failures: for instance, when Osbourne’s equipment falls 

overboard the Casco, Margaret Stevenson writes that it is “a terrible loss!” which even divers 

cannot remedy (qtd. in Colley, Colonial 114). Stevenson also alludes to this “loss” in a letter to 

his friend and financial advisor Charles Baxter on 6 October 1888: “You will receive a lot of 

mostly very bad proofs of photographs: the paper was so bad. Please keep them private as they 

are for the book. We send them, having learned so dread a fear of the sea” (Letters 6: 211). The 

accidental lighting of fireworks aboard the Janet Nicoll is recorded by both Stevenson and 

Fanny. Stevenson remarks to Colvin that the fireworks destroy “a great part of our photographs” 

(Letters 6: 389), and in her diary Fanny specifies that “About ninety photographs were 

destroyed” (61). In the majority of these references, Osbourne and his brother-in-law Joe Strong 

appear to be the camera operators, although Stevenson often transports the equipment.
2
 When 

                                                 
2
 In her essay “Light, Darkness, and Shadow” Ann C. Colley refers to Osbourne and Strong as the “primary 

photographers” (188, fn.4); however, since she never defines what she means by both “primary” and “photographer” 

her characterization remains vague. Certainly, popular biographies such as The Violent Friend: The Story of Mrs. 

Robert Louis Stevenson privilege Osbourne as the family member responsible for the photography. In her description 

of the Casco’s departure from San Francisco, Margaret Mackay remarks that “Lloyd had a fine new camera” (180), 

and when the Stevenson’s reached Tahiti “Louis worked well on The Master of Ballantrae ... [and] Lloyd wrote and 

took photographs” (189). While Colley’s supposition, based on textual references, is sound it still remains 

impossible to attribute the majority of the extant photographs to either Osbourne, Strong, or Stevenson. Colley cites 

from Stevenson’s letter to J. M. Barrie as I did in my previous Chapter in which Stevenson’s describes his own 
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Reverend Clarke, for instance, first spots the travellers in Samoa he notes that Stevenson has “a 

photographic camera in his hand.” Later, when Stevenson accompanies Clarke on an outing in a 

remote part of Samoa, he takes his camera and recounts that “after we had dined, we set out 

photographing” (qtd. in Colley, Colonial 208). Stevenson and Osbourne worked closely together 

and divided the labour, with Osbourne doing most of the technical work, while Stevenson 

identified and composed the shots. Stevenson himself adumbrates this relationship to Charles 

Baxter: “Tomorrow I go up the coast with Mr. Clarke, one of the London Society Missionaries in 

a boat to examine schools… Lloyd comes to photograph” (Letters 6: 346-347). Fanny, in this 

chapter’s epigraph, also describes their collaborative process: after “Lloyd and Louis planted 

their camera stand in the centre of the village,” they both “walked about to look for good points 

of view” (57-58). The camera, according to Fanny, belongs to both men (“their”) and they are 

both equally involved in composing the shot. 

When the Stevensons left San Francisco aboard the Casco they were equipped with at 

least one “old broken” camera, developing equipment, and photographic plates, which Osbourne 

fitted, “as best he could” (qtd. in Colley, Colonial 123). Moreover, supply lists at the back of 

Osbourne’s diary reflect the intensity of the at-work photographic project: “photographic 

equipment appeared second after ‘Mackintosh’ and stood significantly ahead of such items as ‘6 

bottles of brandy, laudanum, plaid, presents, tobacco, money, and clothes’” (qtd. in Colley, 

Colonial 116). Osbourne’s commitment to this project is clearly expressed in one of his letters to 

Baxter when he explains that they were “well-prepared for the panorama business” by “taking a 

couple of cameras… and one hundred dozen plates’” (qtd. in Colley, Colonial 116). Based on 

                                                                                                                                                             
negatives and concludes that Stevenson “lacked confidence in his technical skill and thought his negatives inferior” 

(“Light, Darkness, and Shadow” 188, fn.4). In any case, the ambiguity of photographic authorship echoes 

Osbourne’s own comment concerning his literary collaboration with his step-father: “After this [Stevenson’s 

revisions of Osbourne’s first drafts] how can anybody but Louis or myself pretend to know which of us wrote any 

given passage?” (qtd. in Bell, Dreams 206).  
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Stevenson’s description of their room in Honolulu, filled with “tubs of water, negatives steeping, 

a tap and a chair,” and “a picture of Joe Strong’s upon the easel and a table sticky with paint” 

(Letters 6: 280), I infer that they began developing and organizing the photographs taken during 

the Casco cruise in Hawai’i. Once aboard the Equator, Stevenson and Fanny began a joint 

notebook (Beinecke MS. 6716), in which they both meticulously recorded the captions of 

photographs and their suggested place in Stevenson’s The South Seas (see Appendix B).  

From Samoa, in 1890, Stevenson enclosed photographs in his correspondence to 

Osbourne while the latter was temporarily in England: “My dear Lloyd, I send you some proofs. 

The negatives of the Savage Islanders [Islanders from Niue] go by same mail” (Letters 7: 13). In 

another letter to Osbourne from this period, Stevenson again encloses “three of the small Savage 

Island photos: your mother who put up your letter having left them out. Two of them are truly 

exquisite” (Letters 7: 16). Although The South Seas was never published with the intended 

photographs, Stevenson did have the satisfaction of sending some photographs to his publishers 

with directions on how to use them: he notified his American publisher, Edward Burlingame that 

“as soon as I have arrived in Sydney I shall send you some photographs, a portrait of Tembinoka, 

perhaps a view of the palace or of the ‘matted men’ at their singing… It will be thus a foretaste 

of my book of travels” (Letters 6: 365): these were to be used as plates for illustrations for an 

article in Scribner’s. Later he instructs Burlingame to “be very careful with the photographs” 

(Letters 6: 372). Once the Stevensons were settled in Vailima (1891), Stevenson commissioned 

the professional photographer John Davis to photograph his family with his Indigenous staff on 

the verandah of the house. In his article “Pictures as History, Settlement as Theatre,” Leonard 

Bell notes that Stevenson sent copies of these family portraits home (97). In 1895, Alfred 

Tattersall took over Davis’s studio and “marketed” the Stevenson portrait, “selling it in various 
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formats and sizes in Samoa and abroad” (97).
3
 Although it remains undetermined who directed 

the Stevenson portrait, Bell rightly observes that Stevenson himself “could have been a co-

director, since he had a long history of using visual images to explore roles and identities” (98).  

This highly developed photographic sensibility and photography’s omnipresence during 

the Stevensons’ Pacific travels serve as the catalysts for this Chapter, in which I situate 

Stevenson in the photographic context of late-nineteenth-century anthropological photography, 

even as his and Osbourne’s actual and formal distance from the professional anthropological 

milieu allowed for broad experimentation. This Chapter – divided into four sections – is driven 

by the following questions: How did Stevenson and Osbourne photographically represent both 

fleeting encounters and established friendships with Pacific Islanders? How did they depict 

anonymous crowds and striking individuals, and with what consequences?  

In my Introduction I drew attention to the lack of critical engagement with Stevenson’s 

photography. Despite this lacuna, a few critics have recognized the role of photography during 

the Stevensons’ Pacific travels: Richard Boyle remarks that “more than half the photographs 

taken by the Stevenson party during their three cruises perished in a shipboard fire in 1890... 

That unfortunate accident limits what we can still know, from the available photographs, about 

Stevenson’s South Pacific cruises” (451); Rennie refers to Osbourne taking photographs in the 

Marquesas (x); Buckton notes that “Osbourne’s photographs” are “included in Fanny’s book 

Cruise of the ‘Janet Nichol’” (165); and Jolly acknowledges that In the South Seas was “always 

intended to be copiously illustrated with photographs taken on the cruises” (31). These 

references, unfortunately, point to some fundamental misunderstandings about the collection: 

                                                 
3
 Bell remarks that this image has been “widely reproduced in books about Stevenson and family from very early on 

– in Margaret Stevenson’s Letters from Samoa, 1891-1895 (1906) and H. J. Moors’ With Stevenson in Samoa (1910), 

for example – through to the present, often as a cover or frontispiece image. It has been so extensively published and 

circulated that it has become the best-known image, THE image, of Stevenson, the settler in Samoa, and his 

entourage” (97).  
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Boyle’s reference to the small fire aboard the Janet Nicoll and his claim that “more than half” of 

the photographs were destroyed is a weak justification for a lack of engagement with the existing 

photograph collection, which remains substantial. Likewise, Rennie’s acknowledgment that 

Osbourne was photographing in the Marquesas is distorted since Osbourne was not 

photographing by himself and he certainly did not “limit himself” to the Marquesas. Buckton 

correctly draws attention to the fact that Fanny’s published diary was accompanied by 

photographs from the Stevensons’ travels, but his complete lack of analysis reinforces the 

general impression that Osbourne was the only member of the family who participated in the 

activity. Even Jolly’s recognition of the intended photographically illustrated book suggests the 

absence of photographs, rather than the survival of hundreds of photographs from all of the 

Stevensons’ cruises. 

The only exception to this critical indifference, or uncritical engagement, is Colley’s 

single chapter in her book-length study on Stevenson’s literary, political, and personal 

preoccupations in the Pacific. While she stresses that the photographs were largely intended for 

publication with The South Seas, she also conjectures that the photographs were meant to be 

turned into magic lantern slides. Along with Joe Strong’s paintings, which were based on the 

photographs, they would constitute what Stevenson referred to as either a diorama or a 

panorama, “a mounted display representing places where they had traveled.… [Stevenson’s] idea 

was that the exhibition would be accompanied by an explanatory lecture given by Lloyd” (115), 

while “a more modest version… would appeal to the public’s ever-growing penchant for visual 

and exotic information” (Colley, Colonial 115-116). Unfortunately, Colley’s fascinating 

conjecture is undermined by the fact she does not refer to any of the forty-five photographs from 

lantern slides depicting Samoa in The Writers’ Museum collection (LSH 464/92). 
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Colley’s exclusion of the photographs’ relationship to contemporary anthropological 

representation is, however, even more problematic. She misleadingly suggests that the 

photographs that resulted from the cruises do not “bear any resemblance to the anthropometric 

pictures in which travelers and ethnologists placed a naked native subject in front of a grid, 

against a screen, or next to a measuring rod so as to survey and classify the person’s form” 

(Colonial 119; my italics). Her reference to the photographs’ lack of “resemblance” with 

anthropometric photographs vaguely suggests the images’ formal qualities, which fails to take 

into account the ways in which Stevenson’s photographs actually do resonate with the 

photographic, and anthropological, representation of race, gender, and the body. Moreover, 

Colley’s observation that “Stevenson’s images were snapshots of the instant,” for the reason that 

“Most of them used 1/15 or 1/50 of a second exposures that illuminated episodes and caught 

fragments of light and experience when one focuses on a subject between intervals of inattention 

– when the mind wanders and does not see” (Colonial 119), is inconsequential and uncritical; 

photographs necessarily “expose” moments – they are themselves exposures. In contrast to 

Colley’s approach, which considers photographs impressionistically, as literary moments or 

“illuminated” episodes, I treat them instead as intrinsically important objects themselves.   

Colley’s reductive methodology reflects the way in which the Stevenson collection blurs 

disciplinary boundaries. She approaches Stevenson’s photographs with the intent of 

subordinating them to the literary collection, as though they are – by virtue of being part of a 

literary collection – analogues of Stevenson’s literary imagination. This false premise leads her 

to argue that Stevenson’s earliest literary representations of Edinburgh’s lanterns and lamps 

somehow culminated in the Pacific, where “his lamp’s rays overspread his manuscript pages to 

reappear as scattered beams glowing in a green thicket… as the street’s lamps’ trembling 
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reflections on the waters of the port, and as distant light from fires and torches of many fishers 

moving on the reef” (“Shadow, Darkness, and Light” 182). Based on her narrative of thematic 

and imagistic teleology, she claims that  

photography was part of his fascination with the intermittent light and shadows 

that helped articulate the life around him. By exposing the blackened 

photographic plate to the sun, the moon, and to the sudden glare of exploding 

flash powder, he and members of his family illuminated segments of their new 

life. (“Shadows, Darkness, and Light” 184-185) 

Moving beyond Colley’s speculative fantasies, I contextualize Stevenson in the intersecting 

discourses of photography and anthropology. Although primarily a professional author he was, 

like the vast majority of nineteenth-century travellers or field anthropologists, invariably 

influenced by a “scientific” mode of photographic representation. Stevenson first encountered 

the Pacific through the literary works of R.M. Ballantyne, Herman Melville, Pierre Loti, Charles 

Warren Stoddard, and Charles Darwin (Rennie ix); these accounts influenced how he interpreted 

what he witnessed. Likewise, Stevenson’s visual representation of the Pacific would have 

necessarily been influenced by the varied pictorial media of exotic peoples, whether in the shape 

of commercial postcards, overtly “scientific” documents, illustrations, or paintings. 

Colley’s account of Stevenson’s photographs mirrors the problem that faces historians of 

colonial photography. The vast majority of colonial collections – regardless of the 

photographer’s intentions or the photographs’ initial context – were absorbed by those 

institutions that established anthropological collections and archives in the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries. Nordström, for instance, observes that  
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a recent search of more than fifty photographic collections in United States 

libraries and museums uncovered more than fifteen thousand photographs made 

in Samoa between 1870 and 1925. Although clearly made with non-scientific 

intent, most of these images are now found in museums of anthropology, 

ethnography, or natural history. (11) 

Due to the fraught dynamic between colonialism and museum collections critics are, rightly, 

concerned with issues of institutional acquisition, appropriation, and de-contextualization. Thus, 

while historians such as Nordström aim to distinguish and untangle “anthropological” 

photographs from their use in colonial institutions, Colley does not look past the institutionalized 

“literariness” of The Writers’ Museum and the structural effect such an institution has on her 

own reception of the Stevenson collection. Since Stevenson’s colonial collection has never been 

absorbed by an anthropological institution and the photographs have never been put to work in 

an ethnographic context, Colley does not receive them as anthropological objects; this 

institutional discrimination, however, does not mean that the photographs bear no relationship to 

late-nineteenth-century anthropology. 

Stevenson’s interactions and lively correspondence with Scottish and English 

anthropological communities are well documented and provided “an important intellectual 

context for his work” (Reid 140). When in 1890, for instance, Grant Allen and Andrew Lang 

debated the roots of stone worship in the Fortnightly Review, Stevenson eagerly joined the 

debate from Samoa. He wrote to Lang that he “observed with a great deal of surprise and interest 

that a controversy in which you have been taking sides at home, in yellow London, hinges in part 

at least on the Gilbert Islanders and their customs in burial” (Letters 6: 416). Stevenson’s 

correspondence on anthropological matters to Lang also included sending photographs of 
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gravestones in order to support Lang’s claims and, undoubtedly, to bolster his own authority as a 

“fieldworker.”
 4

 Stevenson remarks in the same letter that he has spent “Nearly six months” in 

the Gilberts and insists that “The upright stones – I enclose you a photograph of one on 

Apemama – are certainly connected with religion” (Letters 6: 416; my italics). Stevenson was 

behaving in the tradition of colonial informants – such as missionaries, traders and administrators 

– who, throughout the nineteenth century, mailed anthropological data back to the metropole for 

further study and classification.
5
  

During the decades leading up to the fieldwork of the A. C. Haddon-led team of 

Cambridge scientists to the Torres Straits (1898), anthropologists struggled to establish their 

discipline as a legitimate science. Photography played a crucial role in the professionalization of 

the discipline by enabling the creation and distribution of hard, raw evidence.
6
 The earliest 

attempts to use photography in a systematically scientific fashion within anthropology occurred 

during fieldwork. The camera was introduced as a field tool in response to the challenge of 

obtaining reliable fieldwork data since “anthropologists shared the widespread belief that the 

camera guaranteed a greater objectivity,” providing data against which to compare hearsay 

(Grimshaw 21). Photographs were valued for their “mechanical and indexical nature” and their 

seeming “unmediated” character “made them central to the establishment and articulation of 

objective method” (Edwards, “Tracing Photography” 161).
7
  

                                                 
4
 While I cannot be certain which specific photograph Stevenson sent to Lang, it may be the one captioned “A 

Mysterious Tomb – supposed to be a King’s tomb – interior of Butaritari [Gilbert Islands]” (see fig.1.).  
5
 Colley distinguishes between Stevenson’s assembling of information about the Pacific Islands and missionaries’ 

collecting of objects: “indeed [Stevenson] seems to have been annoyed with those who [collected]. He especially 

disliked the missionary’s habit of accumulating bits of the material culture” (Colonial 90). For more on the topic of 

the exchange of photographic materials between amateur and professional nineteenth-century anthropologists see 

Edwards (Raw 29-31). 
6
 For a detailed discussion of Haddon’s fieldwork and photographic practice see Anna Grimshaw’s The 

Ethnographer’s Eye: Ways of Seeing in Modern Anthropology (19-25).  
7
 Grimshaw stresses that at beginning of the twentieth century, the evidentiary value of a photograph became 

“increasingly problematic” (25). She situates this phenomenon within what Martin Jay has famously called “the 
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Despite Stevenson’s manifest interest in contemporary anthropological issues, he not only 

lacked scientific training (aside from a few years as a young engineering student), but wrote and 

photographed outside of the anthropological discipline: the development of professional, 

institutionally based anthropology and the establishment of individual fieldwork as its central 

practice occurred roughly a decade after Stevenson’s Pacific travels and death. In this way, I 

suggest that his collection effectively embodies what Arnd Schneider refers to as the 

“methodological unruliness” of the photographic practices of early anthropology (“Unfinished 

Dialogues” 111); furthermore, it also occupies what Edwards considers the slippery “boundary” 

between anthropological photography and alternative photographic practices (“Tracing 

Photography” 169).
8
 The following sections of this Chapter are isolated case studies of 

photographs that are, when possible, contextualized and informed by Stevenson’s and – when 

available – his relatives’ writings. The format of case studies, in which specific images or series 

of images are considered in detail, is inspired by the art historian Carol Armstrong’s model for 

reading photography and from her eloquent appeal for a re-inscription of “the nineteenth-century 

photograph in its textual surround” (Scenes in a Library 3). Armstrong’s strategy leads, ideally, 

to a new “kind of criticism, a kind of photographic explication de texte that involves an 

oscillation between close looking and equally close reading” (3). Likewise, my case studies aim 

to “read” the images, rather than use them to illustrate broader arguments: they are not intended 

as exhaustive or definitive; rather, they explore critical strategies for approaching Stevenson and 

Osbourne’s practice. The selection of photographs is necessarily the result of personal choice; 

                                                                                                                                                             
crisis of ocularcentrism,” and describes the paradox, citing Jay, that “the most remarkable technological extension of 

the human capacity to see, at least since the microscope and telescope in the seventeenth century, helped ultimately 

to undermine confidence in the very sense whose powers it so extended” (25). 
8
 In their introduction to Contemporary Art and Anthropology, Arnd Schneider and Christopher Wright argue that art 

and anthropology overlap in their methodologies and practices. In his essay “Appropriations,” Schneider notes that 

primitivism considerably influenced art and anthropology: he stresses the roles of Paul Gauguin and Henri Matisse, 

Franz Marc, and Pablo Picasso (29).  
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other selections could have easily been made. Although this format risks seeming occasionally 

“disjointed” (Edwards, Anthropology and Photography 5), it is well-suited to Stevenson’s 

eclectic relationship to photography and its fragmentary remains.  

3.2 Animated Stillness 

It was late on 13 July 1889 when the Equator reached the entrance of Butaritari’s lagoon, in the 

“populous, independent, seats of kinglets, recently civilized, little visited” Gilbert Islands (156). 

The Stevensons dropped anchor the following morning and looked across the lagoon: whereas 

Butaritari appeared like a cluster of drab, brown houses, the king’s palace, with its corrugated 

iron roof, dazzled in the sunlight. For Stevenson, the community seemed “rustic yet royal” (156): 

it had houses of all dimensions, some almost as tiny as toys and others which could hold a 

“battalion” (157). On closer examination the travellers found saloons, shops, and a church. Two 

weeks prior to their arrival the High Chief of Butaritari had lifted a taboo on alcohol – to 

celebrate American Independence Day – and the Islanders were still celebrating. Stevenson 

blamed the Islanders’ prodigious drinking on imported alcohol sold by foreign traders and he 

negotiated, while living with a Hawai’ian missionary, the re-imposition of the taboo. Nearly one 

month later, on 10 August, the Equator picked the Stevensons up and sailed to Mariki in the 

central Gilberts, and from there, to Apiang. Although they began the trip to Nonouti and 

Tabiteuea in the southern Gilberts the wind veered and the course was changed for Apemama, 

the Island ruled by High Chief Tembinoka, which they reached on 30 August 1889.  

“Within forty-eight hours we shall pack up our possessions,” wrote Fanny to Colvin, on 

21 May 1889 from Honolulu, “our hand organ, photograph and painting material, and finally our 

magic lantern” (Letters 6: 303). Prior to their departure on the Equator, Stevenson and Osbourne 

had been photographing as a pair. In Honolulu, Joe Strong – an American professional painter, 
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photographer, and Stevenson’s step-son-in-law – joined them for the cruise of the Equator. 

Strong’s presence contributed to an increase in photographic activity during the period of this 

cruise; furthermore, during the cruise Stevenson’s plans for The South Seas book and other 

related financial ventures also peaked. In a letter to Charles Baxter, for instance, Stevenson wrote 

from Honolulu – prior to the Equator’s departure – that, “Joe is a good photographer, and the 

idea is to get up a diorama and let Lloyd lecture, and try to start a little money” (Letters 6: 286). 

Outfitted with their cameras, Stevenson, Osbourne, and Strong also travelled with a magic 

lantern and a litany of musical instruments:  

Joe, Lloyd and I are getting up music: guitar, talopatch [a Hawai’ian instrument], 

flageolet and voice for the show. Le bon Damon [Reverend Francis Damon] is to 

give us a choice of his comic slides; he has given us already a complete set of the 

life of Christ: we have a fine magic lantern. (Letters 6: 314) 

Still in Honolulu, Stevenson wrote again to Baxter asking him to send to Sydney,  

full advertisements and price lists of really fine magic lanterns. The idea is to 

begin the panorama here, and when it is ready, carry it to some of the islands in 

style, and get more stuff for it; thus making it feed itself. Can you send us these 

two, then: (1) A.1. flageolet (2) price lists of A.1. magic lanterns for public 

performances. (Letters 6: 315)
9
 

Musing at his seemingly eccentric situation he asks the English novelist James Payn to “think of 

me meanwhile on a trading schooner [the Equator] bound for the Gilbert Islands… [with] a 

barrel-organ (Mrs Stevenson); a magic lantern; a flageolet (Herr Stevenson); a guitar (Signor 

Strong, my son-in-law) and a talopatch (Mr Osbourne, my stepson)” (Letters 6: 317). This 

                                                 
9
 Stevenson adds that their touring magic lantern performance would be called the “Island Nights Entertainment 

Troup.” On 18 June 1889, just before the departure of the Equator, Fanny Stevenson wrote to Colvin and noted that 

“Mr Strong is just finishing a last transparency for the magic lantern” (Letters 6: 320). 
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impression of eccentricity is explicitly referred to in Stevenson’s letter to Baxter, written from 

Honolulu, in which he alludes to the famously disorganized and chaotic family from Dickens’s 

Bleak House, describing his family as “Skimpolian” (Letters 6: 286). Earlier in the same letter he 

describes a possible solution for alleviating some of his financial and familial burdens: “I take 

my backgoing son-in-law [Joe Strong] along with me [on the Equator]. This family has been a 

sore trouble to me; but Joe is a good photographer, and the idea is to get up a diorama and let 

Lloyd lecture, and try to start a little money” (Letters 6: 285-286). Before departing from 

Honolulu, Stevenson stated explicitly that “we take Joe Strong to do the photography” (Letters 6: 

275); thus, with Strong supplying the photographs and Osbourne taking it on a lecture tour, the 

“diorama” project potentially solves two problems at once. 

Unfortunately for the ambitious panorama/diorama and lecture tour (and critics), the 

relationship between Stevenson and Strong turned increasingly sour
10

: on 30 September 1889 

Stevenson wrote to Colvin: “I have had trouble with my poor bad child (Joe Strong) and have 

had to reform my battalions… I had to depose the creature from taking photographs anymore; 

which (under the circumstances) would have killed a man of any virile pride” (Letters 6: 330). In 

the same letter he adds that he “would rather pay him handsomely to keep hands off [the 

business]” (Letters 6: 330). Stevenson’s distaste for Strong is emphatic: not only is the man 

infantilized and scolded – “poor bad child” – but he is emasculated by being denied photography.  

Here, we get a brief suggestion of Stevenson’s combined patriarchal and authorial authority over 

the photographic project – he is a military leader it seems, despite not necessarily being the one 

handling the camera. Although Stevenson does not provide any more details about the source of 

                                                 
10

 The health of their relationship was already precarious. Strong’s drinking, gambling, and penury meant that 

Stevenson was responsible for paying his debts and bills. When Stevenson and Fanny arrived in Honolulu, Strong 

and his wife Isobel (Fanny’s daughter) were more than happy to accept as much money from Stevenson as possible 

(McLynn 342). Strong’s presence on the Equator was agreed upon, but only after much heated debate and Strong’s 

promise of becoming “a new man.” 
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the disagreement, Osbourne records in his diary (held at the Silverado Museum) that on 25 

September 1889 there had been an “ugly and silly exhibition over the flashlight. Collapse of all 

our hope in our friend.”
11

 On the following day he adds: “We tip the black-spot on J.D.S. with all 

its accompaniments. I take over the photograph business” (Letters 6: 330, fn. 9).
12

 Strong’s 

involvement in the “business” was short-lived; to his mother, Stevenson complained about 

“renewed trouble with the bad infant; I had to depose him from his office of photographer, which 

is now held in commission by Lloyd and me; this incidentally blew up the panorama for I will 

never trust him [Joe Strong] in any business” (Letters 6: 331).
13

 And, finally, to Baxter he 

recounts that “On Apemama, after some miserable misconduct, I had to take all the photographic 

business out of his hands…” and instead, “Lloyd comes to photograph” (Letters 6: 346). Due to 

the fall-out, perhaps over the use of the flash, Stevenson explained, “The magic lantern job is 

given up. Impossible to make Joe Strong work” (Letters 6: 360). I sympathize with Colley’s 

complaint that these references to a “diorama” and a “panorama” scheme “leave one with more 

questions than answers” (Colonial 115). Despite the obscurity surrounding the magic lantern 

project, I suggest that based on his explanation to Baxter, Stevenson conceived of himself as 

coordinating and mediating a complex Pacific network of photograph exchange. His plan is “to 

                                                 
11

 The only reference that I am aware of in Stevenson’s diary to the use of flash is: “he [individual unspecified] 

stopped them and got a flash light photograph of which (eheu!) the plate got broken” (Huntington MS. 2412, 193).  
12

 Osbourne’s reference to “the black-spot” is, of course, an allusion to Treasure Island, the novel Stevenson 

dedicated to him when he was twelve. In the novel, “the black spot” is a round piece of paper with a blackened side 

and a written message on the other. In Treasure Island, a “black spot” is given to those pirates who have been found 

guilty, and are about to be deposed or killed. In the context of this piratical justice, Stevenson’s two references to 

“deposing” Joe Strong (Letters 6: 330, 331) take on a sinister tone. In Treasure Island, the pirate crew turn on, and 

“depose” Long John Silver: “‘This crew has tipped you [John Silver] the black spot in full council’... ‘Ah! 

‘Deposed’ – that’s it, is it?’” (153). Figuring themselves as sea-faring pirates, Stevenson and Osbourne both 

inadvertently draw on the authority of Stevenson’s most famous work (and Osbourne’s literary inheritance) to 

conspire against the weak-link in their photographic enterprise.  
13

 It should be noted that this is the second characterization of Strong as a child: “bad infant” echoes his earlier 

reference to Strong as a “bad child.” Considering that the two men were only thirteen years apart, Stevenson’s 

treatment of Strong as a misbehaved and unruly child is somewhat striking, suggesting the degree to which he 

viewed Strong as a financial and domestic burden. In fact, once the family was settled at Vailima difficulties with 

Strong only escalated until, in 1892, he was thrown out of the house after stealing from the family storeroom and 

sneaking around with a Samoan mistress (McLynn 441-442).    
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begin the panorama here, and when it is ready, carry it to some of the islands in style, and get 

more stuff for it; thus making it feed itself” (Letters 6: 315). Stevenson’s self-sustaining magic-

lantern tour would certainly have been unconventional and reliant on his ability to navigate 

(literally and figuratively) between Islands and Island communities: he would have taken 

photographs of particular Pacific Islands and Islanders and then displayed them in other Pacific 

communities and repeated the process. This idea of “making [the tour] feed itself” certainly 

represents an idiosyncratic and alternative photography practice.  

Despite the breakdown of the photographic partnership with Strong – likely the most 

skilled and experienced photographer of the three – “The Cruise of the Equator” (LSH 149/91) 

contains the greatest number of photographs of all four albums, approximately two hundred and 

forty eight. This album also includes a large number of striking photographic series, which were 

constructed by gluing four to seven photographs in parallel rows of two to three on individual 

pages. Some of these series include pages headings, encouraging the impression of a linear 

narrative. I approach the following three series – “[Untitled]” (see fig.2.); “In the ‘Equator’ – 

cruising amongst the Kingsmill Islands” (see fig.3.), and “In the ‘Equator’ – amongst the 

Kingsmill Islands” (see fig.4.) – as montages, akin to early experiments in film editing, in which 

shots were photographed at different locations, over a lengthy period of time (hours, days and 

even months) and then combined into cohesive narratives. These series reveal how Stevenson 

used the narrative possibilities of his photographs in order to represent and re-create his 

experience of Pacific travel. 

Stevenson’s photographic narratives present an illusion of unfolding time and a 

progression of events since the continuous flow of photographs mimics the movement of time 

and causality. I approach the series discussed below in terms of photographic becoming, thereby 
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disrupting Gilles Deleuze’s binary opposition between photographic and cinematic time. For 

Deleuze the photograph immobilizes and fossilizes the instant, an approach which stresses the 

limitations of this medium: the photograph is a static object or “a spatial congealing of the 

former life of its object” (Rodowick 44). The photograph limits perception by privileging certain 

points of views, spaces, and instants of time. In contrast, the cinematic shot, according to 

Deleuze, has the potential to fuse the past tense of the recorded event with the present tense of its 

viewing, and is, therefore, caught in movement, unfolding, and becoming. The stark distinction 

between photographic and cinematic time is, however, far from being as clear as Deleuze would 

have us think. We might, for instance, consider how the process of the cinématographe, which 

operated by projecting a still photograph on to a screen, creates the illusion of movement with 

the aid of a mechanism. Significantly, the image produced by the cinématographe, which 

coexisted as both a static and an animated image, undercuts Deleuze’s binary. Rather, the 

cinematic image (composed of many still images) produces the visual impression “of a unitary 

fictional space and sequential temporal flow” (Beckman and Ma 6). The notion of a “unitary” 

space that is experienced “sequentially” motivates the following readings. 

“[Untitled]” (see fig.2.) is a series of six photographs, captioned as follows, from top row 

left to bottom row right: A. “Butaritari: – An interested audience – an extraordinary exhibition by 

the white man”; B. “Interested on-lookers”; C. “Same”; D. “Butaritari – Daily life”; E. “Mariki 

Island – Gilbert Islands. Street scene”; F. “Mariki – shelling copra – i.e. picking the cocoanut 

flesh out of the nut – is thus ready for putting into bags, and shipping off.” The series travels 

from the Island of Butaritari to Mariki. In the top row, the sequence of photographs – taken over 

a short period of time – narrates one specific event. The depiction of individuals reacting to the 

event and its circumstances establishes the impression of linear time (see fig.5.). In contrast, the 
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bottom row evinces a generalized impression of daily life on the Islands, with the last 

photograph, and its extended caption, focusing on a specific economic practice.  

3.3 “an extraordinary exhibition” 

The unruly group portrait in A. includes twenty one figures: children squat on their haunches, 

while men and women stand grouped behind them. At least four children and one adult shield 

their eyes from the glaring sun, while a few of the others are visibly squinting at the camera. 

While three adult males have their mouths ajar, several of the figures contort their faces: three 

children seem to bare their teeth at the camera and one young girl has her mouth open and her 

head thrown back.  

In B. five children crouch beside two standing men. Based on the angle of the shot, the 

photographer must be kneeling on the ground since the children are captured straight-on and the 

adults are looking down at the camera. 

C. finally discloses the meaning of the caption’s reference to the “extraordinary 

exhibition by the white man”: Joe Strong is kneeling on the ground, his head thrown back, in the 

act of removing his false teeth (see fig.6.).
14

 Seven men are gathered around him and peer 

intently into his mouth. Two of the figures are perhaps imitating Strong by also opening their 

mouths. If so, then these gaping mouths refer back to the contorted faces recorded in A. Are the 

children imitating the photographer’s or Joe Strong’s gesture? If it is the latter, where exactly is 

Strong standing? Photographs A. to C. foreground the cinematic quality of Stevenson’s 

sequences: the caption of A. only becomes intelligible with the presence of B. Thus, the physical 

placement of the photographs is proto-cinematic and the captions’ narration might be understood 

in the context of inset text in silent movies, which provides information for the otherwise 

difficult to follow narrative.  

                                                 
14

 I am grateful to Elaine Greig, former curator of The Writers’ Museum, for identifying this detail for me.  
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Stevenson’s captions raise several related questions: to what does the descriptive phrase 

“the extraordinary exhibition” refer: the act of removing false teeth, or the act of photography 

itself? Likely, an “audience” alludes to the spectators watching Strong’s “exhibition”; however, 

this is an illogical caption for the first photograph in the sequence since it does not depict Strong. 

I read the tone of Stevenson’s “extraordinary” as ambiguously tongue-in-cheek: is the author 

infantilizing the Islanders or is he remarking on cultural relativism (i.e., what seems banal to 

Europeans is miraculous for them)? Undoubtedly, Stevenson’s reference to Strong as “the white 

man” parodies imperialistic attitudes. His caption also possesses a significant intertext with H. 

Rider Haggard’s King Solomon’s Mines (1885), a book written as a result of a wager as to 

whether Haggard could write a novel half as good as Treasure Island (1883). In Haggard’s 

novel, Captain Good takes out his false teeth in front of the Africans, and claims to be a 

magician.
15

 Stevenson and Haggard enjoyed a lively correspondence (although they never met in 

person) and after he read King Solomon’s Mines, Stevenson wrote to Haggard to applaud the 

work (qtd. in Cohen 209). Their correspondence was further encouraged by Haggard’s elder 

brother, Bazett, who was Lord Commissioner in Samoa and befriended the Stevensons after their 

settlement.
16

 Within this cultural and literary context, I suggest that Stevenson’s photographic 

narrative and its captions effectively deflate, or at least play with Haggard’s contemporary 

colonial text: Strong adopts the role of Captain Good – for his “interested audience” – in 

grotesque performance. Although Stevenson’s writings do not refer to the photographing of 

                                                 
15

 Rennie also alludes to this episode in King Solomon’s Mines in connection to Stevenson’s description of King 

Tembinoka who wears false teeth (xxix). This suggests the possibility that Butaritarians would be somewhat familiar 

with false teeth and, therefore, not consider Strong’s exhibition as magical but merely as an interesting (and bizarre) 

performance. More specifically, Stevenson’s diary makes an explicit allusion to Haggard’s text in the description of 

the visit with the King and Queen of Butaritari: an unnamed member of the Stevenson travelling party “played the 

part of commander Goode [sic] and snapped his false teeth at her [the Queen], she became deadly pale… and was 

unable to remove her eyes from the performer” (Huntington MS. 2412, 170).  
16

 It is also worth noting that Haggard and Stevenson had a mutual friend in Andrew Lang: Haggard also maintained 

a correspondence with the Scottish ethnographer, to whom he dedicated She and with whom he later co-wrote the 

novel The World’s Desire (1880). 
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Strong and his false teeth, his diary does describe how he and his travelling companions waited 

for the King and Queen of Butaritari in order to photograph them: “the time was passed with 

various diversions… the artificial teeth once more delighted crowds” (Huntington MS. 2412, 

175). It seems probable, therefore, that the photographing of the “audience” and Strong took 

place while the Stevensons awaited the arrival of the monarchs. 

3.4 From Butaritari to Mariki 

The bottom row of page 3 comprises images D. to F.: snap-shots of daily life in both Butaritari 

and Mariki. Figures spontaneously crossing the view finder are captured in D. and E. In D., three 

men, who do not acknowledge the photographer’s presence, walk by carrying a large bag 

between them (see fig.7.). In E., two topless women from the neighbouring Island of Mariki rush 

by the camera: the blurring of their legs and their swinging arms capture their haste (see fig.8.). 

Although in mid-stride, one of the two women looks back over her shoulder and smiles in the 

direction of the photographer. The large foreground is empty, and although the photographer is 

presumably advancing towards the women – perhaps trying to catch up with them – they show 

no sign of stopping. The second woman carries a small, naked child on her back and looks 

towards a man who is barely visible in the lower right corner of the photograph: she may, in fact, 

be walking towards him. 

In F., the photographer is seated on the ground among his subjects. The caption for this 

image details the action: two Mariki Islanders prepare copra for packaging and trade (see fig.9.). 

On the left hand side of the photograph two hands are outstretched, perhaps in anticipation of 

receiving some prepared copra. Neither of the two men is looking towards the photographer, 

whose physical proximity does not seem to be a distraction. Like the sequence on the top row, 

the last photograph in the sequence D.-E.-F. appears to be the result of the previous two: in both 
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D. and E. the figures are busy transporting sacks. Reading these images sequentially, while 

ignoring the captions, one infers that the Islanders are transporting copra, which is then prepared 

for transit in F. The captions, however, interrupt this causal progression since D. has been taken 

on Butaritari, while the last two are set in Mariki.  

Unlike the captions which narrate Strong removing his false teeth, the captions for this 

series are more prosaic; the labeling of the photographs as “daily life” and “street scene,” 

however, remains a narrative strategy, which calls attention to the complex interplay between 

photograph and caption. In particular, the use of “scene” reveals the contingency of the serial 

narrative – its constructed quality. Indeed, this series manipulates the viewer’s experience of 

time – that is, the sequence is deceptively sequential, when in fact the photographs are shot over 

an extended period of time: thus, individual photographs represent moments in a seemingly 

contiguous and unfolding social drama (which includes different individuals and different 

islands), without any indication of the period of time it took to produce them. Since these figures 

are performing typical “daily” activities, the viewer assumes that he is witnessing representative 

“scenes” of the photographed culture. Stevenson’s captions interpret the actions for a viewer who 

has little choice but to accept the authority of the caption writer; implicit in this discourse is the 

presumption that Stevenson possesses the knowledge and understanding to supply correct 

captions and to structure the events in the way they occur in reality, in spite of their deliberate 

ordering. 

3.5 Aboard the Equator 

The sequence of photographs on pp. 69-70 revolves around the Equator, in contrast to those on 

page 3, which combine different locations. Since the Stevensons travelled aboard the Equator for 

several months, it is unlikely that the photographs which appear on pages 69 and 70 (see figs.3. 
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and .4.) were taken on a single occasion. Rather, the photographs’ layout narrates a single “day 

in the life” of the Equator. Like the photographic sequence at the bottom of page 3, this one 

portrays events that are true in terms of each image, but fictive as a cohesive narrative: the 

viewer cannot be certain that there is a direct causal or temporal relationship in the succession of 

photographs.  

Page 69 displays a sequence of seven photographs, grouped under the title “In the 

‘Equator’ – cruising amongst Kingsmill Islands.” The sequence is captioned (from top row left 

corner to bottom row right corner, with the middle photograph listed last): A. “Making land”; B. 

“Boy diving from boat”; C. “Taking the sun at midday”; D. “Spearing fish on bow-sprit”; E. 

“Sailing with a good breeze”; F. “The ‘Equator’ decks when at anchor”; G. “The ‘Equator’ – 68 

tons.” A. depicts several figures, including Stevenson himself, at work on the sprit of the 

Equator. B., taken from the Equator, shows a canoe full of young native boys jumping into the 

water: a big splash has been captured as one of the boys jumps into the ocean. The foreground of 

C. is cluttered with rigging and ropes and includes three men with quadrants. In D., Stevenson is 

poised among crew members on the bow sprit of the Equator; he smiles at the camera.
17

 In E. 

Stevenson sits among a tangle of ropes and looks up at the camera. F. captures some members of 

the Islander crew as they sit and chat in a relaxed fashion. Finally, G. is a portrait of the Equator 

presumably taken from shore.  

Page 70 offers the viewer a sequence of seven photographs titled “In the ‘Equator’ – 

amongst the Kingsmill Islands.” The sequence is captioned (from top row left corner to bottom 

row right corner, with the middle photograph listed last): A. “ ‘Equator’s decks when at anchor”; 

                                                 
17

 Significantly, this photograph has often been published but never in the context of this photographic sequence. 

The general impression in such cases is of an adventurous and healthy (a rare occurrence to be sure) Stevenson. It is 

unknown how many duplicate prints of this photograph exist but at the very least we can infer from this album page 

that Stevenson was placing this representation of himself within a larger context of sailing and life aboard the 

Equator.  
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B. “Native passengers on the ‘Equator’”; C. “Native girls swimming along ship”; D. 

“[uncaptioned, nearly identical to C.]”; E. “[uncaptioned, nearly identical to C. and D.]”; F. 

“[uncaptioned; the native girls who were swimming in C. to E. climb aboard]”; G. “Native girl 

coming on board after bath” A. features the crew, and some local Islanders who have come 

aboard. On the right hand side a topless woman sits with her back turned to the camera. B. shows 

two women holding infants. In C., seven heads are in the water, several of which are looking up 

at the photographer who stands on deck. D. is the same as C., but only three heads are visible. E. 

is identical to C. In F., the figures are depicted getting ready to climb back aboard the Equator. 

Strikingly, in G., a young topless girl is in the process of climbing aboard: her right foot has been 

caught in the air, and the muscles of her back and shoulders are flexed as she begins the action of 

hauling herself over the railing (see fig.10.). 

The series from page 69 and page 70 are linked each by their quasi-identical headings, 

the formatting of the photographs as well as by their subject matter: the daily routines of the 

crew and Islanders aboard the Equator. The fourteen photographs, which have been divided over 

two pages, function as one long extended sequence, a continuous exploration of the same theme.  

  The page headings foreground the subtle differences in how these narratives represent 

time: the reference to “cruising” on page 69 implies that the Equator is in the process of actually 

travelling during the photo-session. Although the photographs cannot convey the physical 

sensation of “cruising,” the photographic sequence represents the experience of frenetic activity 

aboard ship. Indeed, the captions reinforce this impression: they are descriptive sentence 

fragments, which use participles – “making,” “diving,” and “taking” – to express the continuous 

aspect of an action in progress. Thus, these captions effectively turn the photographs they 

describe into individual, yet contextually connected, “action shots.”  
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In contrast, the omission of “cruising” in the heading of page 70 suggests that the 

Equator and its crew are at rest, and that the action is not aboard the ship but surrounding it. This 

is further highlighted by the central photograph in each: “Cruising” places the Equator in the 

centre, the ship is the source of the photographs’ content; in the second sequence, an Islander is 

centred, which reinforces our feeling of being stopped, since visitors could not come aboard 

during a cruise. The prominence of uncaptioned photographs in this sequence highlights the 

experience of the duration of the event (the girls swimming): there is no need to caption 

photographs which repeat the same thing. A paradox results, however, from the photographic 

sequence depicting the swimmers: the repetition of nearly identical images creates both a sense 

of continuance and of temporal progression – because the heads are not in the same position in 

C., D., and E, the viewer infers that the swimming bodies are in constant motion (see fig.11.)  

The sequence also foregrounds the challenge of representing the development of action with the 

photographic medium: in contrast to the effect of watching a cinematic scene, which can convey 

the false appearance of stillness, the photographic sequence renders time static but gives it the 

appearance of movement.  

In the sequence on pages 69 and 70 Stevenson’s captions narrate the movement of 

Gilbertese bodies caught in mid-air, in mid-action. Although they are quotidian, almost banal, 

depictions of daily physical labour – the carrying of bags, the stripping of cocoanut flesh –they 

are nonetheless privileged and given prominence in the albums. In a sense, these narratives are 

micro-histories of colonial encounter taken at the ground level by individuals who are 

themselves implicated: in addition to representing Islanders, they also record the wanderings of 

the itinerant photographers who are represented coevally with their subjects. In this way, 

Stevenson’s visual narratives challenge Johannes Fabian’s notion of the “ethnographic present,” 
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the anthropological discourse which privileges synchronous representation at the expense of 

acknowledging historical change in the cultures being studied. According to Fabian, 

anthropology constructs an “ethnographic present,” an artificial spatial-temporal distance 

between anthropology and its subject. Significantly, this echoes Deleuze’s criticism that the 

photographic medium renders the subject static. Similarly, the “ethnographic present” fosters a 

“petrified relation” between the writers of anthropology and the people described (Fabian 14), 

and results in placing the Other outside the flow of history, with the ideological consequence of 

protecting the West’s privileged position (144). In Stevenson’s series, however, the new, 

alternative narratives of temporal and spatial unfolding contribute to an expressive ethnography 

of the present. In fact, they are resistant to what Deleuze considers photography’s “being” rather 

than its “becoming”: while the “ethnographic present” frames and immobilizes the Other in an 

unchanging time, Stevenson’s photography manifests the desire to allow the Other to move, and 

thus, to become. 

3.6 Crowded Photography 

Saturday.Went photographing in Little Holland [in Butaritari]. … No sooner than 

the camera appears than we found the crowds begin to surround us, there was no 

lack of giggling people to enliven the foreground; and one man who had not been 

lucky enough to get a position in one of the groups [MS. illegible] offered me 

[MS. illegible] a dollar for a “photograph”; he was drunk, I believe, for this was 

some sort of highday, and the natives were allowed to drink.  

 

- Robert Louis Stevenson (Huntington MS. 2412; my italics) 

 

 In the afternoon we went into the taro patches to the windward side; whenever 

the camera was set down, a native accidentally appeared and was ready to be 

photographed in the foreground; from which I concluded we were stealthily 

followed. 

  

- Robert Louis Stevenson (Huntington MS. 2412; my italics) 
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According to his diary, all it takes for a crowd to form is for Stevenson to set his camera down. 

Stevenson’s diary from the Equator cruise (Huntington MS. 2412) includes at least two 

occasions during which the photographers are challenged by the presence of enthusiastic crowds 

who spontaneously and readily fill up the “foreground.” When it comes to Islanders’ readiness to 

be photographed, Stevenson seems ambivalent since their excessive enthusiasm risks sabotaging 

the photographic session which is, presumably not intended to be one which includes Islanders. 

The inebriated Islander’s offer of money suggests that the non-threatening photographers, 

undergoing an amusing and disconcerting process of objectification, are considered by some of 

the Islanders as novel entertainment. The photographic act itself appears exciting and the crowds 

are evidence of the “competition” to be included in the camera’s discerning lens. Vanessa Smith 

stresses the competitive aspect of crowd formations in her discussion of Bougainville’s 1768 

landing in Tahiti. According to her, “individuals engage in a kind of competitive self-

objectification” which results in Bougainville’s crew experiencing “excitement” or “panic about 

their own individual bodies in the light of crowd enthusiasm” (“Crowd” 2). Smith’s proposal to 

use historical accounts of crowds in order to “rethink” the “dynamics of authority and voyeurism 

played out in cross-cultural observation” (“Crowd” 7) seems particularly apt in the context of 

Stevenson. Stevenson’s diary account stresses the Islanders’ agency in front of his camera. Since 

crowd enthusiasm risks impeding rather than enhancing the photographic session it becomes 

difficult to establish the necessary hierarchy between photographer and object. In fact, roles are 

reversed, since the eager crowd conceives of the photographers as a spectacle and their eagerness 

undermines the authority and purpose of the photographers. Photographs of crowds, however, 

also testify to the importance of the photographers’ status, and the visible (literally) curiosity of 

the Islanders for the photographic sessions may reflect Stevenson and Osbourne’s “desire to be 
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valued, exposed, fingered by the curious that is the corollary of scopophilia and that is so 

sublimely gratified by the crowd” (Smith, “Crowd” 7). This unnamed “desire” produces a 

photographic dynamic in which what is before the camera authenticates, or authorizes, what is 

behind it. This seeming reversal between the photographers and photographed echoes what 

Smith, drawing on Freud, describes as “a dialectic of scopophilia, in which the desire to be 

looked at is nested in the desire to observe” (“Crowd” 8). The crowding, therefore, which 

threatens to obstruct the photograph, also serves to authenticate the Stevenson party in a long 

tradition of Pacific exploration.  

In her published diary, The Cruise of the ‘Janet Nichol,’ Fanny notes that Stevenson “has 

written the following in my diary”:  

They closed in on me like a sea; I was in the close embrace of a half a dozen 

outstretched hands, with smiling faces all round me, and a perfect song of 

salutation going up. From the sirens I escaped by means of a present of tobacco, 

which was the cause of my ruin, later on, when Lloyd and I went out to 

photograph. A bevy of girls followed, hugging and embracing me, and going 

through my pockets. (118; my italics) 

Stevenson’s experience of being crowded is ambiguous: “closed” and “close” simultaneously 

evoke physical affection and claustrophobia; likewise, “embrace” suggests both familiarity and 

swarming. The allusion to the mythical sirens captures the ambivalence of the encounter: the 

young girls are both enchantingly seductive, yet also destructive. Stevenson’s accounts of 

crowding place him within the literary ranks of Pacific exploration, since Smith identifies this as 

a catechism of Pacific travel writing: “account after account from the European literature of 

Pacific exploration record the experience of being inundated by the crowd: being noticed and 
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enveloped by a mass of bodies emerges as a trope of encounter, through which visitors constitute 

and authorize (and indeed recognize) their experience” (Smith “Crowd” 6). For Stevenson, being 

swarmed is “an ugly sight” which nonetheless remains “pretty.” The girls do not “jeer” and show 

no “roughness”; instead they “fawned upon and me and robbed me like well-behaved and 

healthy children with a favourite uncle” (71). The benign swarming is not only testimony to his 

physical presence on the island, but an indication (for him) of the forging of strong bonds – these 

are like any children who take advantage of the kindness of a caring relative. Later on when he 

notices that his matchbox is missing, Stevenson identifies the culprit as a “certain plump little 

maid, more like a Hawai’ian, with a coquettish cast of face and carriage of the head, and 

conspicuous by a splendid red flower stuck in her ear” (71).  Although Stevenson was fond of 

children and welcomed their warmth and affection, the metaphor of drowning – “closed in on me 

like a sea” – evokes a disturbing sense of claustrophobia.  

I read tension in the inclusion of crowds in Stevenson’s photographs: on the one hand, 

they threaten the authority of the camera, and on the other, they foreground the potential for 

collaboration. Confronted with a mass of anonymous overlapping bodies, limbs, and partially 

hidden faces, the crowded frames undermine the display of coherent ethnographic information. 

Moreover, these crowds evoke the lack of physical room needed for the photographer to position 

himself and “compose” his picture (i.e., apart from his subject); in such cases, the rectangle of 

the view finder is unable to impose any rational organization onto this random accumulation of 

humanity. While crowds may be experienced as compositionally messy, their enthusiasm – 

laughing and gesticulating – might actually generate unforeseen photographic opportunities. 

These images’ compositions, which privilege diversity, spontaneity, and anonymity also feature 

partially cropped figures, caught between light and shadow, which draw the viewer into 
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liminality, into a “disorderly” periphery.
18

 Paradoxically, however, these margins – which are 

full of social activity – dwarf the content of their centres. A tension emerges between the failed 

framing and the fact that the captions – added after the photographic act – establish order over 

the otherwise disordered compositions. 

 The two photographs entitled “Harem and little son of King Tembenoka on Janet 

Nichol” and “Girls’ Costume Tokelau Is” present the viewer with a paradox. The former features 

a little boy and the latter two women; in both images these figures are posed amidst crowds in 

motion. While the little boy and the two women presumably motivated the taking of the two 

photographs, they are effectively displaced by the crowds that flood the photographs’ mid-and 

back-grounds. In other words, what is literally in the centre is not actually “central.” 

Furthermore, these un-posed, nameless bodies undercut the content of the photographic captions, 

which attempt to provide brief, totalizing accounts of the images. These photographs express the 

ambiguity that emerges from the juxtaposition of the written accounts’ obsessive reiteration of 

the experience of being crowded with the photographic treatment of these same crowds, which 

are represented only peripherally. Since these crowded margins are rarely captured in their 

entirety, facial profiles and bodies appear half-sliced and the viewer is left wondering at their 

purpose. These partially represented crowds call attention to the boundary and limitation of the 

frame.  

In “Harem and little son of king Tembenoka on Janet Nichol” (see fig.12.) the young son 

of King Tembenoka stands naked, on board the Janet Nicoll. The little boy is featured in the 

image’s middle-ground, leaning back on his left foot with his right foot slightly extended 

sideways. Sailing equipment and cargo (baskets, cocoanut leaves, and piles of blankets and 

                                                 
18

 In Bad Colonists: the South Seas Letters of Vernon Lee Walker and Louis Becke, Nicholas Thomas and Richard 

Eves describe the “fragmentary and disorderly... history of colonialism in the Pacific” (82).   
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cloths) fills the foreground. The background consists of a dense crowd of bodies.  Standing 

directly to the right of the little naked boy is a woman whose back is turned to camera, 

suggesting that she may be unaware that a photograph is being taken. Indeed, her posture is very 

natural: one hand rests on her left hip while her right arm is slightly raised; she wears a grass 

skirt and is topless. Seated on a heap of baskets to the left of the son is a female figure dressed in 

a white missionary dress. She looks towards the back of the image where a crowd has formed 

(see fig.13.). In fact, the son is the only figure in the photograph – which includes at least a 

dozen people – who looks straight at the camera. The shot seems to have been taken with little 

planning since no one, except the son, poses and most seem unaware of the photographed 

moment.  

In “Girls’ Costume Tokelau Is”
 19

 (see fig.14.) two women stand in the foreground: the 

woman on the right, her hands on her hips, wears a long white missionary dress and a broad 

brimmed hat; to her left stands a woman, stomach partially exposed, wearing a grass skirt and a 

loose fitting cotton top.
20

  The women are surrounded by children. The photograph additionally 

comprises three compositional layers. In the middle-ground there are five figures (from right to 

left): a young boy with a huge toothy-smile holding on to the arm of a girl wearing a grass skirt 

(she is partially hidden by the woman in the missionary dress) (see fig.15); a young girl in a 

                                                 
19

 It should be noted that R. Jolly reprints this photograph (and the handwritten caption) in her 2004 edition of Fanny 

Stevenson’s The Cruise of the ‘Janet Nichol’ but has edited the caption by removing “in Tokelau Is” and 

repositioned the remainder of the caption so that it is centred below the image. The result of this editorializing is the 

impression that the caption is Stevenson’s original caption (183). Moreover, by removing the photograph’s   

geographical specificity, Jolly uses the image in a generic manner.  
20

 Apparently there is confusion surrounding this photograph’s caption. Despite the fact that Stevenson’s caption 

explicitly reads “Girls’ Costume in Tokelau Is.,” the compiler(s) of Capital Collections’ online exhibit have changed 

the plural possessive to the singular possessive, “Girl’s Costume in Tokelau Islands.” Moreover, the Capital 

Collections’ description of the image refers to only one of the women: “A woman in white.... She is surrounded...” 

While I cannot account for this problematic description, I presume that the caption’s alteration is an attempt to 

correct a perceived grammatical error: there are two girls in the photograph wearing two very different outfits, yet 

“costume” is in the singular.  I would suggest, in contrast, the possibility of intentional irony in Stevenson’s use of 

the singular “costume,” given the variety of costumes featured in the photograph – a variety which points towards 

cultural hybridization.   
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grass skirt whose arms are raised to her chest with her elbows back; a young boy almost 

completely hidden in the shadows but visibly laughing (see fig.16.). 

Both photographs call attention to photography’s acts of framing. On the picture’s flat 

surface, the edge of a horizontal tarp appears to intersect with the ship’s taut rigging in order to 

create an artificial frame for the little boy and the crowd in “Harem.” Looming in the background 

of “Girls’ Costume” is the literal frame of a hut. I argue that “Harem’s” representation of a frame 

and the inclusion of an architectural frame in “Girls’ Costume” are conceptually linked to these 

photographs’ crowded margins, and, furthermore, that these literal and metaphorical frames are 

illuminated by Derrida’s theorization of the “parergon” (frame, or edge). In his essay “The 

Parergon” (1979), Derrida reflects on the liminal site of the frame by deconstructing Kant’s 

treatment of “parergonality,” which includes the embellishment of works of art in terms of 

frames on paintings, prints, and drawings; drapery on sculpture; and colonnades on architecture. 

Derrida argues that the distinction between the inside and the outside can never be fully attained 

since the outside always comes into the inside in order to define itself as an inside. This concept 

highlights the artificiality of the camera’s view finder: although seemingly naturalized, 

photographic frames are revealed to be constructed and flexible. By considering how the 

imposition of a frame forces constraint upon a space that is constantly threatened with 

overflowing, I suggest that Stevenson’s crowded photographs foreground the tension between an 

objectifying practice and the knowledge that there is more beyond the frame. 

3.7 Once More with Feeling: the Re-Performance of the Little Makin Dancers 

In July 1889 Stevenson took a series of eight photographs recording Butaritari’s five day dance 

competition in honour of the visitors from the neighbouring Island of Little Makin. In In the 

South Seas, Stevenson describes the rehearsal of the dancers from Little Makin that takes place 
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on 25 July. As an honoured guest, Stevenson is invited to sit “in the front row close to the 

singers” (189), a position which allows him to describe the singers in detail: they wear “mats 

about their loins, cocoa-nut feathers set in rings upon their fingers, and their heads crowned with 

yellow leaves.” The music accompanying their dance is simultaneously “exquisite” and 

“barbarous” (189). The performers’ singing is accompanied by energetic “gesticulation” and 

“convulsed” facial expressions (190). Despite this high level of energy and exertion, this 

performance is only the prelude to the actual competition against Butaritari which occurs a few 

days later, on 29 July. On this day, the Stevensons eagerly join the indigenous audience, 

comprised of all “age[s] and size[s], and in every degree of nudity and finery” (195-196), under 

the tin-roofed dance hall. The audience watches intently as the Little Makin and Butaritari 

performers take turns singing and dancing, in attempts at outdoing each other. Stevenson 

observes that Little Makin’s dance company is by far the superior of the two since its dancers, 

“leaping like jumping-jacks, with arms extended” and moving with “extraordinary speed, 

neatness, and humour,” receive wild applause from the audience (198). In response to this tour-

de-force performance from Little Makin, the Butaritari dancers break the rules of the competition 

by dancing before their appointed turn; in response to this bold move, the group from Little 

Makin refuses to stop dancing. With the competition gone amok, the guests from Little Makin 

eventually storm off, with the rest of the audience (including the Stevensons) in tow.   

Significantly, there exists a photographic counterpart to In the South Seas’s detailed 

accounts of the Little Makin rehearsal and their competition with Butaritari. In his diary, 

Stevenson recorded that although he had made arrangements for the Little Makin dancers to put 

on a special performance the night of their rehearsal “so that we might take a photograph,” “alas 

that was not to be” (Huntington MS. 2412, 193). Although no photographs were taken during the 
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evening of the rehearsal, at least eight were obtained either during, or after the competition of 29 

July: “Outside of the great dance-house, Butaritari, during the competition between the dancers 

of Butaritari and those of Little Makin” (see fig.17.); “Returning from the great dance-house” 

(see fig.18.); and “Attempt to start a dance in the open air” (see fig.26.); “Two dancing girls from 

Little Makin – Gilbert Islands. Belong to dancers brought by Chief Karaiti to Butaritari to 

compete with local dancers” (see fig.19.); “Butaritari: – Native dance [with two men kneeling 

across from each other]” (see fig.19.); “Same [three women dancing]” (see fig.20.); “Same [two 

men and two women dancing]” (see fig.21.); and, “Same [large group of men and women]” (see 

fig.22.). Since these photographs are records of a re-performance, I consider them as re-

enactment photographs since they repeat a prior event or action.
21

  

From approximately the late-1880s and into the 1920s, the method of re-enactment was a 

common and important practice for anthropologists working in the field.
22

 Fieldworkers used 

their cameras (and then their film) to record and preserve specific indigenous practices, myths, 

rituals, and social events that were believed to be facing extinction due to dislocation and/or 

modernization. Later fieldworkers derided the practice of re-enactment: they argued that the 

method resulted in inaccurate, false, or in Elizabeth Edwards’ words “epistemologically flawed” 

(Raw 157) visual records. Photographs of re-enactments, with their depictions of individuals 

“faking it” were considered meaningless spectacles that did not possess the same authority as 

photographs that were taken in “real-time.”  

                                                 
21

 I have chosen to use “re-enactment” as opposed to “reenactment.” Although both spellings are correct, I am 

inspired by Elizabeth Edwards’ work on the anthropological method of re-enactment. The term re-enactment is 

broad but I am not concerned here with the familiar practice of “historical re-enactment” which is commonly 

associated with the recreations of historic battles. 
22

 Re-enactment photography appears in anthropological studies between 1885-1925 (Edwards, Raw 158); most 

famously, for instance, in the work of A. C. Haddon and Malinowski. 
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Although the practice of re-enactment photography appears to reject the implied authority 

of “real-time” observations, I propose that Stevenson’s photographs are not merely empty 

gestures devoid of meaning but rather, that they are evidence of Stevenson’s experiential 

participation in the act of photography as well as records of his subjects’ lived experience. These 

re-enactment photographs collapse, or at least suspend, the boundary between presentation (the 

act of showing or exhibiting) and representation (the act of substituting one thing for something 

else), that is, the boundary between lived experience and meaningless emulation. Implied in this 

distinction is that the individual who is “presenting” can experience a unique, original 

experience, while the one who “represents” is limited to repetition, or citation.   

Omitted from In the South Seas, but recorded in Stevenson’s diary is evidence that the 

dissolution of the dance competition on 29 July provided the opportunity for a photograph 

session: Stevenson notes that “outside [the dance-house] we photographed the fugitives [the 

Makin dancers]” and adds, moreover, that the “best dancers” are not present and that he is left 

with the “youngsters and women” who dance with little “spirit” (Huntington MS. 2412, 203).  

I will focus on two photographs from the dance re-enactment, “Two dancing girls from 

Little Makin – Gilbert Islands. Belonging to dancers brought by Chief Karaiti to Butaritari to 

compete with local dancers” (see fig.19.) and “Butaritari: – Native dance” (see fig.19.). I attend, 

specifically, to the crowds in these photographs, which redirect their attention from the dancers 

to the photographer.   

My approach to this dance competition is supported by Edwards’ framework for 

interpreting ethnographic re-enactments: for Edwards, photographs that depict re-enacted events 

were important “tool[s]in visualizing anthropological, scientific data, which came out of science 
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itself” (Raw 157).
23

 Edwards stresses the inappropriateness of the “true”/“false” dichotomy when 

considering photographs of re-enactment since “[re-enactment] cannot be explained through 

anachronistic value judgments of ‘fake’ or ‘untrue’ in comparison with the authority claims of 

later fieldwork practice” (157). The term “re-enactment” implies a distinction between an 

original and a re-performance which may not be appropriate to oral performance. Based on this 

understanding of re-enactment, I read these photographs as evidence of both Stevenson’s 

experiential participatory method as well as the dancers’/re-enactors’ agency, since they are not 

coerced by any explicit colonial authority into re-performing for the camera. Instead of 

displaying a hierarchical subject/object, colonizer/colonized relationship, these photographs are 

more ambiguous. Edwards echoes this position by citing and building on Bronwen Douglas’ 

claim that 

re-enactment forms part of the ‘indigenous countersigns in colonial texts, the 

oblique stamp of indigenous actions, desires and agency on imperial imaginings.’ 

What emerges is the potential for recognizing different levels of ethnographic 

inscription, ethnographic authority and directorship in operation in the late 

nineteenth-century anthropological record, both visual and textual. (Raw 172-173)  

Edwards’ notion of “different levels of ethnographic inscription” can be productively applied to 

“Two dancing girls from Little Makin” and “Butaritari: – native dance” (see figs.22. and .23.). In 

both images the audience appears excited and interested in the photographing of a re-

performance, which suggests that, while Stevenson may have directed the session, the Islanders 

are acting on their own terms. In “Two dancing girls…” and “Butaritari – Native dance” (see 

figs. 23., .24., and .25.) the audience members are not actually looking at the dancers, but rather 

                                                 
23

 Edwards refers to notable instances of photographic re-enactment by A.C. Haddon, Bronislaw Malinowski, 

Diamond Jenness, Gregory Bateson, and Margaret Mead (Raw 171).  
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their gaze is directed at the camera itself. The audience’s interest in the camera instead of the 

literal performance echoes Richard Schechner’s notion of fieldwork as a kind of performance: 

“‘[the fieldworker] exists in a liminal state, a situation in transition. He is not the performer and 

certainly not a spectator. He’s in the middle... between two spheres of actuality’” (qtd. in Raw 

176). Stevenson’s camera, therefore, is not merely a recording tool, but a distraction: its presence 

redirects attention from the dancers and from the audience towards the photographer.  The real 

performance is not the dance, but the exchange of looks – dancers and audience members are 

more interested in the camera, which reciprocally captures the dance as well as their interest: the 

result of these interlocking gazes is an encounter that persists long after the written text ends. 

These photographs are thus more than one-sided recordings; instead they are a collaborative 

series in which the Islanders are witnessing two performances, the dancing and the 

photographing.  

Several of the figures in the photographs actively ignore the dance performance and peer 

curiously over each other’s shoulders in order to catch a glimpse of the photographer and his 

camera. Although the photographer does not appear in his photographs, the Islanders’ gaze 

implies his presence and thus includes him in the photograph. The photographer’s presence and 

the photographic act are, therefore, not “inconspicuous and transparent” (Edwards, “Tracing 

Photography” 162). Edwards explains that well-into the twentieth century Notes and Queries on 

Anthropology “urged the sense of the spontaneous and the invisible camera, for ‘many 

photographs... are spoiled because the subject is looking at the photographer’” (162). She glosses 

the logic of the instructions laid out by Notes and Queries:  

Looking into the camera, in self-conscious representation, marks the presence of 

the subject, the author, and the viewer, challenging the authority of the 
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anthropologist as it disrupts the sense of immediacy, spontaneity, and naturalism 

on which observational validity and illusionistic re-presentation is grounded. 

(162). 

In striking opposition to the ideal fieldwork photograph, Stevenson’s photographs depict the 

photographer as simultaneously surrounded by the watching crowd and outside of it. His 

photographic gaze upon the Islanders becomes introspectively, and infinitely, recursive: a 

watching of others who watch him as he watches them. These faces on the edge of the frames 

add a dimension of intimacy to the photographs, not only because they register the photographer 

as benign and familiar, but because the reader/viewer is reminded of his presence. They are 

important records of Stevenson’s physical engagement in the social life of the Islands, but they 

simultaneously evoke their subjects’ physicality. The large blank space in the foreground, for 

example, is filled with the shadows of the crowd of onlookers, a reminder of the physical bodies 

that cast them.   

The photographic content exceeds the ethnographic data of the captions: the images 

persist in drawing the viewer’s attention to what is not in the foreground (the dense audience that 

is, with Stevenson, observing the dance). The audience members framing the edges of the 

photographs are a striking aspect of the series, since they reveal Stevenson’s idiosyncratic and 

interactive use of the camera: rather than simply record the performance in a disembodied, 

disinterested fashion, he has captured those individuals experiencing the same event as himself. 

While this manner of framing highlights the exchange between the photographer and the 

marginal, it also suggests that Stevenson is working against the very concept of framing: if the 

photographic frame represents the photographer’s selection of what should or should not be 

included, then Stevenson’s rough, inelegant, crowded frames are suggestive of ambivalence over 
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what to include and indicate the process of framing itself. In fact, Stevenson’s crowded frames 

ask the viewer to forget that the image is a photograph: the surfeit of human bodies overwhelms 

the photographer’s desire to collect them neatly into the camera’s view-finder. This inability of 

Stevenson’s to discriminate between different human subject matter and his tendency to record 

an excess of information stands in stark contrast to his literary recording of the event, which 

catalogues the dancers’ postures and gestures (191). In contrast, the photographic reconstruction 

of the dance becomes a pretext for indulging in the subjective experience of watching and being 

watched.  

My reading of this series suggests that Stevenson’s photographs of the Butaritari dancers 

quite simply does not fit within the conventional narrative of pre-modern anthropology as non-

participant, culturally distanced, and objectifying. Rather than consider his photographs as 

amateurish, reifying spectacles of an Indigenous custom, I argue that he makes a spectacle out of 

a photography that mediates the interaction between individuals. I end this section with what is 

actually the first photograph in this series: here we see Stevenson creating the mise en scene for 

the re-enactment (see.fig.26). In all likelihood, it was his step-son Lloyd Osbourne who took this 

photograph of his step-father placing himself within the event he wished to record. Not only is 

this an explicit act of self-reflexivity that gestures to the photographer and his camera’s 

mediating presence, but we are also reminded that all photographs are sites of re-enactment.  

3.8 Making Friends and Photographs 

On 23 August 1888 the Casco reached the Marquesan Island of Hiva-oa. Prior to the Stevensons’ 

arrival, Osbourne had accidentally dropped his camera overboard. Margaret Stevenson records 

Osbourne’s “great misfortune” (92) and the family’s “serious loss” in a letter to her sister, Jane 

Whyte Balfour: “Lloyd’s camera has fallen overboard. It had been left overnight on shore, and 
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was brought out this morning; and while being handed up from the boat, slipped out of its strap 

and went straight to the bottom” (93). Stevenson himself mentions the incident to W. E. Henley: 

“the camera went to the bottom of the sea, taking my projected article and instantaneous pictures 

along with it” (Letters 6: 210). Despite the accident, the Stevensons purchased another camera 

from a local trader named Keane who had “used up all his plates, so was quite willing to sell it to 

Lloyd, who thinks he can cut his plates to fit it” (126).
24

 During the visit to Atuona, Osbourne 

and his new camera were ubiquitous. Margaret Stevenson remarks upon her family’s privileging 

of photography, writing that they all “started early to take photographs of Atuona. I walked on 

ahead alone… leaving the others to follow with the horse and the precious camera” (134). She 

adds that “Lloyd has got the use of a small dark room at the mission for developing his pictures; 

he succeeded in taking a good many, which we sincerely hope will turn out well” (135). The 

remainder of this section focuses on a set of seven images taken in Atuona. These photographs 

feature Moipu, the deposed chief of the village, and survive in the album devoted to the cruise of 

the Casco (LSH 150/91). I examine the photographs in relation to Stevenson’s descriptions of his 

encounter with Moipu in In the South Seas, as well as in conjunction with illustrations based on 

Osbourne’s photographs. The section concludes by examining one of the two self-portraits in 

which Osbourne appears to be dressed up as Moipu.   

According to Stevenson, the village of Atuona, located on the south-westerly side of 

Hiva-oa, consisted of a cluster of houses, a store, a copra shed, a Chinese “eating house,” and a 

deserted fort. As word spread that a famous author and his family had arrived, Paaaeua, the high 

chief of the Island, appointed by the French administration, came out to the Casco and 

announced that he was adopting the Stevenson family. Stevenson recounts that although he was 

                                                 
24

 This useful account explains why the majority of the photographs in LSH 150/91 are roughly and irregularly cut, 

since Osbourne was forced to trim his plates in order to fit Keane’s camera.  
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unable to attend the symbolic adoption ceremony, “the two Mrs. Stevensons and Mr. Osbourne, 

along with Paaaeua, his wife, and an adopted child of theirs… sat down to an excellent island 

meal” (98). Stevenson takes this opportunity to make an inter-island comparison between the 

Marquesan and Tahitian adoption ceremonies: “in Tahiti things are not so strictly ordered; when 

Ori and I ‘made brothers,’ both our families sat with us at table” (98). Stevenson adds that the 

“nature of the obligation” which such ceremonies entail “will vary with the characters of those 

engaged” (98). He further explains that for Paaaeua the ceremony is tied directly to “social 

ambition” (98) rather than to friendship: “when [Paaaeua] agreed to receive us in his family the 

man had not so much as seen us, and knew only that we were inestimably rich and travelled in a 

floating palace” (98). Since they knew they would be leaving in a matter of days, the Stevensons 

agreed to the curious festivities.  

A conflict arose, however, when the travellers learned of the pre-existing conflict 

between Paaaeua and Moipu, who was recognized by the Marquesans as the rightful chief, but 

who had been removed because of bad conduct: apparently he was the last of the cannibals. 

Disturbed at the revelation of Moipu’s supposed predilection for human flesh, Stevenson 

remarks that “I… detested [Moipu] on sight; when man-eating was referred to, and he laughed a 

low, cruel laugh, part boastful, part bashful, like one reminded of some dashing peccadillo, my 

repugnance was mingled with nausea” (102). Despite Stevenson’s disgust, Moipu was well liked 

by Father Orens (a local missionary) and Captain Hart (a local trader), who were “smitten by an 

irrepressible affection for the man” (100-101).  

Refusing to be overshadowed by Paaaeua’s adoption of the Stevensons, which “had 

caused so much excitement in the village” (100), Moipu attempted to reassert his social standing 

by showering Osbourne with gifts and proposing to “make brothers” with Mata-Gahali – “Glass-
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Eyes, – the not very euphonious name under which Mr. Osbourne passed in the Marquesas” 

(102). The Marquesan custom of “making brothers” involved the exchange of names. While 

Stevenson does not specify whether Osbourne’s moniker was “Glass-Eyes” because he was 

bespectacled or because he was closely associated with the glass eye of his camera, Colley 

claims “that the appellation… acknowledges not only his wearing of glasses but also that the 

camera is a kind of eye” (Colonial 123).  

The viewer’s initial glimpse of Moipu is in a photograph captioned “Four of Moipu’s 

retainers” (see fig.27.). This photograph is then followed by two that are captioned “Some of 

Moipu’s retainers in front of Atuona cabin,” and “Hakaiki Moipu, dispossessed chief of Atuona, 

in war costume” (see fig.28.). On the following pages, the viewer comes across “Moifru Moipu’s 

house and retainers,” “Moipu, the captain and Lloyd” (see fig.29.), “Moipu and Paaaeua, as the 

past and present in….” (see fig.30.), and “Moipu and the captain” (see fig.31.). In addition to 

these photographs the album also includes a photograph of a sketch by a professional artist and 

photographer Mrs. Hoare, captioned “Moipu (chief of Atuona, Marquesas) dancing (from a 

sketch)” (see fig.32.). Finally, Moipu is absent, but alluded to in “Mr Osbourne dressed as 

Marquesan warrior” (see figs.33. and .34.), a self-portrait in which Osbourne is dressed in a very 

similar traditional Marquesan outfit as worn by Moipu.  

  “Hakaiki Moipu, dispossessed chief of Atuona, in war costume” shows the chief alone, 

with his back to the camera, dressed in a loin cloth, headdress, and hair cape. His buttocks are 

mostly exposed and he provides a profile view of his face, with a cigarette dangling from his 

lips. In both “Haikaiki Moipu” and “Moipu, the captain and Lloyd” the Marquesan chief’s pose 

is identical, although in the latter there is the additional presence of Osbourne and Captain Hart 

who face the photographer directly. The juxtaposition of Moipu’s pose with that of the white 
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travellers is striking and perplexing. While it is impossible to tell which of the two photographs 

was taken first, it is clear that very little time seems to have lapsed between their taking, since 

Moipu seems to have barely moved. Without any further information about the means and 

context for the production of these photographs, Moipu’s representation resonates loudly with 

anthropology’s objectification and construction of cultural Others. The photograph focuses on 

the details on the Marquesan warrior’s costume, his bare and tattooed flesh. The background is a 

lush exterior of palms and bushes, adding further to the construction of an exotic type.   

The photograph, however, does not record the complex cultural negotiation which led to 

its creation. Not only is Moipu posing deliberately for the camera, but he is also conscientiously 

dressed-up for it: Margaret Stevenson describes how Osbourne “wanted to get [a photograph] of 

a native in war costume, and after a good deal of persuasion, one of them, called Moipu, 

consented to dress up and stand for his portrait, on condition that he was to get a copy for 

himself” (135). Similarly, Osbourne records in his Casco diary that Moipu “offered to go back to 

his house and change his clothes for his war dresses” on the condition that the Stevensons send 

him a picture in exchange (qtd. in Colley, Colonial 123). While the photographic depictions of 

Moipu might lead the viewer to assume that he is dressed in a habitual manner, he is actually 

costumed and displays his regalia for Osbourne’s camera. Margaret Stevenson and Osbourne’s 

accounts contain subtle differences: Margaret Stevenson states that Moipu “consented” after 

much “persuasion,” while Osbourne claims that Moipu “offered” to pose for his portrait. 

Viewing Moipu’s photograph, therefore, is far from straightforward: on the one hand, his pose 

seems the result of pressure, and on the other, he appears as the willing participant who instigates 



 

 

109 

 

the making of his own portrait.
25

 This recalls the name exchange ceremony with Osbourne, but 

in this case Moipu maintains a degree of control over his image by demanding a copy of his 

portrait – now both he and Osbourne possess his portrait. Moreover, Moipu’s request for his 

portrait effectively literalizes Stevenson’s metonymy of “the public eye” to describe how Moipu 

desires social recognition: “the dethroned chief determined to reassert himself in the public eye” 

(101). For Moipu, the camera is an embodied, prosthetic-like instrument which he can use to 

(hopefully) re-insert his body. 

Moipu’s dangling cigarette and his casual head turn are potent manifestations of the 

man’s individuality and the occasion’s theatricality. Indeed, the nonchalance associated with the 

gesture suggests Moipu’s ease at posing for the camera – this sense is enforced by Stevenson’s 

reference to the photography sessions as “the theatre” for the Marquesan’s rivalry. The written 

account explicitly describes how Paaaeua and Moipu compete for the photographer’s attention. 

Stevenson observes how Osbourne’s photography session of Paaaeua (photographs of Paaaeua 

and his family appear on LSH 15091p3, p6) is disturbed by the sensational arrival of  

a very noble figure of a man… The nonchalance was visibly affected; it was plain 

he came there to arouse attention, and his success was instant. He was introduced; 

he was civil, he was obliging, he was always ineffably superior and certain of 

himself; a well-graced actor. It was presently suggested that he should appear in 

his war costume; he gracefully consented; and returned in that strange, 

inappropriate, and ill-omened array (which very well became his handsome 

person) to strut in a circle of admirers, and be thenceforth the centre of 

photography. (101-102) 

                                                 
25

 Later, presumably pleased with the photography session, Moipu asked Osbourne to photograph his brother: 

“Yesterday Lloyd went back to Atuona to take some more photographs, and Moipu met him and begged him to do 

one of his brother” (Margaret Stevenson 139). 
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Stevenson’s account, unlike his mother’s and Osbourne’s, stresses the theatricality of Moipu’s 

photography session and the elaborate accompanying performance: Moipu is “a well-graced 

actor” who plays the role of Marquesan warrior to perfection and too much acclaim; he struts 

amidst “a circle of admirers.” Furthermore, in Stevenson’s passage there is no indication if 

Moipu was pressured into wearing his war costume; instead the impression is that Moipu agreed 

rather readily and returned promptly, presumably because he was keen on being the centre of 

attention. 

The photograph depicting Moipu and Paaaeua together correlates with Stevenson’s 

written description of the Marquesan rivals: 

It was found impossible that day to get a photograph of Moipu alone; for 

whenever he stood up before the camera his successor placed himself unbidden by 

his side, and gently but firmly held to his position. The portraits of the pair, Jacob 

and Esau, standing shoulder to shoulder, one in his careful European dress, one in 

his barbaric trappings. (102) 

Margaret Stevenson also provides an account of Moipu and Paaaeua posing side-by-side: “When 

Moipu was dressed and ready to be photographed, [Paaaeua] quickly stepped forward and placed 

himself at his side, as if to say, ‘You may take him, if you wish, but you must take the real chief 

along with him!’” (135-136). Although Stevenson uses the opportunity to highlight the men’s 

contrast in clothing – Moipu’s traditional costume and Paaaeua’s western clothing – the 

photograph goes beyond being a record of Marquesan cultural hybridity: it provides a space and 

an opportunity – the viewfinder – for the political competitors to perform their rivalry. This 

photograph thus evokes the impossibility of controlling subjects – the photographer does not 

have absolute control over what appears in the photograph.  
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The photograph of Mrs. Hoare’s sketch, “Moipu (chief of Atuona, Marquesas) dancing 

(from a sketch),” depicts the chief in profile with one leg extended into the air in mid-leap. The 

drawn figure wears an ornate headdress, a knotted tail, a loin cloth, and a large hair cape around 

his neck. His body is also heavily tattooed: feet, calves, thighs, stomach, forearms, and face. On 

the same page are two other photographs of sketches by Mrs. Hoare: “Marquesan woman 

dancing (from sketch)” and “Leg of Vaitepu with tattooing. ‘The present queen of Marquesas Is. 

From sketch.’” Mrs. Hoare’s unromanticized record of Moipu’s tattoos, hairstyle and clothing 

fits within a lengthy tradition of empirical portraiture. The sense of purposeful documentation is 

enhanced by the lack of landscape, which focuses attention on the precise details of the 

individual, such as the roll of flesh in the midsection caused by the figure’s forward bend. The 

other two photographs accompanying the depiction of Moipu are done in the same mode: the 

full-face portrait is of a dancing Marquesan woman, whose half-closed eyes and serious 

expression echo Moipu’s; her outstretched hands hold the same kind of feathered ornaments and 

she is also portrayed in mid-step. The third photograph from a sketch is of Queen Vaitepu’s 

entire leg: her skirt has been pushed up to the top of her thigh and the figure is seated (her knees 

are slightly bent) on something that is amidst foliage. Mrs. Hoare’s sketch of the queen’s 

extraordinary leg echoes Stevenson’s description: “this queen of cannibals” was “tattooed from 

hand to foot, and perhaps the greatest masterpiece of that art now extant, so that a while ago, 

before she was grown prim, her leg was one of the sights of Tai – o – hae” (57). 

Mrs. Hoare was an established photographer in Papeete, to which the Stevensons sailed 

after their tour of the Marquesas. Since there is nothing to suggest that Moipu was famous 

beyond his Island, I infer that the Stevensons showed Mrs. Hoare their photographs, on which 

she based her detailed sketches. This is similar to Stevenson’s other dissemination of 
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photographs in his correspondence to friends such as Lang; indeed, the relationship of the 

photographs and Mrs. Hoare’s sketches are not confined to the Pacific since artists working for 

the serial publication Black and White published several illustrations in 1891, based on Mrs. 

Hoare’s drawings, to accompany Stevenson’s account of the Marquesas. The illustrations 

captioned “The Queen’s Tattoed Leg” (see fig.35.) and “Marquesan Dancers in Feasting Dress” 

(see fig.36.) are directly based on Mrs. Hoare’s drawings of Moipu dancing, the Marquesan 

woman and the Vaitepu’s leg. No reference to Mrs. Hoare appears in Black and White; it is 

probable that Stevenson sent copies of the drawings with instructions to publish them with his 

text.  

Although I have not found any reference to these specific images in surviving documents, 

“Moipu and Paaaeua as the Past and Present in Atuona” (see fig.37.) and “Marquesan Warrior in 

Fighting Dress” (see fig.38.) appear to be based on Osbourne’s photographs of the event. “Moipu 

and Paaaeua” is an approximate rendering of the photograph (LSH 15091p7), and the caption is 

borrowed from Stevenson’s text. Moreover, the level of detail in Moipu’s costume suggests the 

use of a photographic model since Stevenson’s written account certainly does not provide such a 

full and accurate description. What is most striking is the fact that the illustrator has included the 

presence of the photographer in “Moipu and Paaaeaua as the Past and Present.” This is a 

metatextual nod to the fact that the source of the illustration is a photograph, as if the illustrator 

“zoomed out” from the photograph to see its surroundings in order to foreground the novelty and 

excitement of photographing exotic natives.
26

 

                                                 
26

 The only other self-conscious reference to photography in Black and White’s illustrations of Stevenson’s South 

Seas letters is captioned “By the side of a lagoon”: the illustrator has drawn a conventional beach scene with 

Islanders sitting on the shore beneath palm trees. This scene, however, has been drawn inside a circle, clearly 

mimicking a camera’s round viewfinder camera (Black and White June 27, 1891: 672). A small number of the 

illustrations include the annotations: “Drawn by... From materials supplied by the author” (Black and White 

February 6, 1891: 24; February 21, 1891: 78; both illustrations for February 21, 1891: 79), and “From a Photograph” 

(Black and White February 6, 1891: 23).  
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Moipu’s multiple photographic representations are evidence of generic entanglement: it 

becomes extremely difficult to distinguish between the anthropological, the commercial, and the 

personal. The impossible generic distinction is exemplified most strongly by Osbourne’s self-

portraits (see figs.33. and .34.). In these, Osbourne poses at a three-quarter profile with his right 

arm at his side and his left hand holding a large spear. His thighs and legs are bare and he wears 

a short white tunic, trimmed with hair, shoulder piece, and a large belt. His anklets are also made 

of the same hair; his head band is decorated with a large disk. The second self-portrait is left 

uncaptioned, but is similar to the first – only the pose differs: Osbourne leans back, his weight on 

his left foot, brandishing the spear over his left shoulder as though he were about to launch it. 

Colley argues that “given the nature of Lloyd’s pose, it is, obviously, best to treat the 

photographs as parodies of the many ethnographic engravings supplementing descriptions of 

Pacific voyages” (Colonial 63); moreover, “Lloyd’s monocle add[s] to the parodic tone and… 

anticipate[s] the satiric ethnographic photos of South Seas expeditions that apparently were later 

available to British and American readers” (Colonial Imagination 64). Besides the detail that 

Osbourne is not actually wearing a “monocle” but rather spectacles, I disagree with Colley’s 

claim that “pieces of string attached to Lloyd’s fingers hold him still” (Colonial 64). Instead, 

under high resolution, one can observe that Osbourne is holding a small ring in his left hand with 

a string attached to it which is then linked to the camera’s shutter, allowing Osbourne to 

photograph himself. This has significant repercussions for the interpretation of the two 

photographs, and raises an obvious question: what is at stake in these self-portraits of the 

costumed Osbourne? 

Without a doubt, Osbourne’s self-portrait evokes the memorable figure of Moipu as he is 

described by Stevenson in In the South Seas. Based on this, Colley confidently asserts that 
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Osbourne is “posing as ‘Chief Moipu’” (Colonial 64). There is, however, no hard evidence, that 

I am aware of, to substantiate this statement; moreover, the photograph’s caption remains 

tantalizingly vague: “Mr Osbourne in Marquesan chief’s full dress.” Despite a lack of 

documentation concerning Osbourne’s actual intentions, I propose a reading of the self-portrait 

based on theories of embodiment in cross-cultural encounter.  

Based on Osbourne’s posture and “monocle,” Colley claims that the photograph is 

“obviously” parodic.  In contrast, I argue that rather than simply parodying the ethnographic 

genre, Osbourne’s self-portrait performs a particular kind of cross-cultural encounter that refers 

to his ceremony of name exchange with Moipu. Vanessa Smith examines the ceremonial practice 

of name exchange: “although the first actual description of such an exchange in the voyage texts 

comes with Cook’s first meeting with Ori in Hauhine on 16 July 1769, it is a ceremony always 

understood to be customary practice” (Intimate 100). Europeans understood ceremonial name 

exchange as a “highly particularized gifting” that “invite[d] a trade of identities” (100). Smith 

goes on to stress that the practice of name exchange was both “arbitrary (the selection of a friend 

takes place … in the absence of personal knowledge)” and “unique” (101). For both Moipu and 

Osbourne, I would suggest, that name exchange offers, in Smith’s terms, “the possibility of a 

change of identities with a completely foreign other” (102). The anthropologist Alfred Gell 

observes that in the Marquesan context, the dissemination of identity through naming indicates 

that “identity was extraordinarily labile; a man with an extended network of name-exchange 

partners, was, in effect, a multiple person” (176). In Moipu’s case, name exchange with 

Osbourne is motivated by his recognition that Osbourne is a privileged traveller, whose 

friendship will help him to subvert his rival Paaaeua’s claim to friendship. Despite the fact that 

Osbourne’s photograph alludes to Moipu (and by extension to their ceremonial friendship), the 
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identity that Osbourne performs is “not exactly [that] traded to [him]” (Smith, Intimate 103) but 

represents, instead, an overlap of identities. For Moipu, the result of the name exchange with 

Osbourne contains the possibility of social and political recognition; for Osbourne, however, the 

exchange is not tied to public perception, but rather suggests something far more personal. As 

one of the first cross-cultural friendship bonds experienced by Osbourne during the Stevensons’ 

Pacific travels, we might consider the possibility that exchanging names with Moipu invites an 

act of self-portraiture in order to record and embody the formation of a new Pacific identity.  

More broadly, this reading of Osbourne’s photograph reverses the entrenched binary that 

distances the “colonizer” from the “other.” I go so far as to suggest that Osbourne’s self-portrait 

re-enacts Merleau-Ponty’s account of embodiment in The Visible and the Invisible. Merleau-

Ponty’s description of how the body can be both the viewing object and its own viewed subject 

is analogous to the collapsing, or what Merleau-Ponty calls the “overlapping or encroachment” 

(123), of Osbourne and Moipu’s identities. Further, Osbourne’s portrait echoes Jessica Dubow’s 

appeal to a phenomenological approach to “colonial” photography. Dubow reminds us that as a 

“colonial figure,” Osbourne is also “a corporeal being, a sensate being” (89) whose photographic 

practice is necessarily “a material engagement” (101). Offering a “flexible model of cross-

cultural interaction, at once playing with and memorializing identities” (Smith, Intimate 103), the 

practice of name exchange is literalized through Osbourne’s photograph which effectively 

creates a new third identity: rather than representing Osbourne’s parody of Moipu, the self-

portrait depicts a phenomenology of embodiment. Osbourne reveals himself as both the foreign 

travelling photographer as well as his own Islander subject.  

While this Chapter has engaged with only a limited cluster of photographs, I have 

nonetheless highlighted the medium’s complex and multifaceted role in Stevenson’s 
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anthropological endeavours. Instead of arguing for the use of a single methodology through 

which to analyse Stevenson’s photographic representation, I have embraced Elizabeth Edwards’ 

proposition that the history of “photography in anthropological practice” consists of “moments of 

entanglement” (“Tracing Photography” 159).
27

 In considering the history of photography’s use in 

anthropology, Edwards describes how the discipline has “revitalized and reimagined” 

photography’s status, and thus “enabled the emergence of critical, reflexive, and collaborative 

microhistories of visual cross-cultural encounters and photography’s relations with the material 

and sensory” (“Tracing Photography” 160). Stevenson’s photography is precisely an example of 

such an “encounter”: by re-contextualizing and addressing isolated images on their own terms, 

Stevenson’s photographs emerge as material records of Pacific “microhistories.” 

In Chapter Four I analyse yet another instance of a Stevensonian Pacific “microhistory”: 

his unpublished manuscript, “A Samoan Scrapbook.” I link this manuscript directly to Joseph 

Strong’s surviving ten photographs of Samoan Islanders that are found in The Writers’ Museum 

collection. Significantly, “A Samoan Scrapbook” and Strong’s Samoan photographs have yet to 

be properly re-integrated within their intended political context; by doing so I argue that the 

unpublished manuscript and the related photographs represent a minor yet illuminating “micro” 

archive of Samoan colonialism.   

                                                 
27

 Edwards glosses Christopher Pinney’s argument that “there is an historical confluence of the parallel yet 

intersecting and mutually supporting histories of anthropology and photography in a complex matrix of mechanical 

inscription, desire, power, authority, and agency” (“Tracing Photography” 159).  
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Chapter 4 Stevenson and Strong’s “A Samoan Scrapbook”: Fragments of a 

Photo-book 

If, in the Marquesas and Kiribati, Stevenson was a better than average travel 

writer, in Samoa he became a different kind of commentator altogether. 

 

- Nicholas Thomas (Islanders: The Pacific in the Age of Empire) 

J. D. Strong, an American painter attached to the embassy in the surprising quality of 

“Government Artist,” landed with a Samoan boat’s-crew in Aana; and while the secretary hid 

himself, according to agreement, in the outlying home of an English settler, the artist (ostensibly 

bent on photography) entered the headquarters of the rebel king. 

 

- Robert Louis Stevenson (A Footnote to History: Eight Years of Trouble in Samoa) 

 

When Joseph Strong (1852-1899) and his wife Isobel (1858-1953), Fanny’s daughter, moved to 

Honolulu in 1882, they were well-received by the American expatriate community,
1
 and before 

long they were on friendly terms with the last Hawai’ian monarch, King Kalakaua. In the mid to 

late 1880s, Strong experienced a period of social and professional successes: as the Hawai’ian 

government’s appointed artist and photographer he painted portraits, landscapes, and volcano 

scenes for the king.
2
 In 1887 he accompanied the Hawai’ian Embassy to Samoa, toured the 

archipelago and photographed ordinary Samoans, Chiefs, and colonial officials. A couple of 

years later, several of Strong’s photographs from this trip were selected to accompany 

Stevenson’s narrative of the Embassy to Samoa entitled “A Samoan Scrapbook.”
3
 On March 10 

                                                 
1
 John D. Spreckels, the son of a San Francisco sugar magnate, commissioned Strong to paint the Spreckels’ 

Hawai’ian sugar plantation (Lekisch 159). 
2
 Isobel’s autobiography, This Life I’ve Loved, appeared in 1937. It details her marriage to Strong in 1879 and her 

residence in Honolulu and in Samoa.  
3
 In December 1889 Stevenson wrote to Colvin and laid out his detailed plan of the seven parts which would make 

up The South Seas. He noted that Part VII was to be entitled “Samoa.” A few sentences later he explains that “Samoa 

has yet to be accounted for; I think it will be all history, and I shall work in observations on Samoan manners” 
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1889 Lloyd Osbourne wrote to S.S. McClure on behalf of Stevenson, informing the publisher 

that a new article, unrelated to the South Sea letters, was being mailed to him:  

Louis bids me write you about an article of his that goes to you by this mail. It is 

some 4500 words, entitled ‘A Samoan Sketchbook,’ illustrated with eleven 

photographs and one drawing. Louis desires me to say that it has nothing to do 

with the yacht letters; he wants a thousand (1000) dollars for it, which if you take 

it are to be sent here at once to the address above [Waikiki, Honolulu]; if you do 

not care for it he would be greatly obliged by your forwarding it at once to the 

office of the Illustrated London News London” (Letters 6: 267).  

In a postscript to this letter, Stevenson specified his preferred place of publication: “My choice 

would be the Illustrated News, but if you and I and Mr Strong can all gain upon it, I am willing 

to let that amount of money overpersuade me. If you could place it where the pictures could 

come out, I should prefer; but $1000, you can do what you please” (Letters 6: 267). Stevenson’s 

reference to Strong is noteworthy since it signals the fact that Stevenson considered his step-son-

in-law as a collaborator in this photo-literary endeavour. Unfortunately, “A Samoan Scrapbook” 

was never published and Stevenson’s article was never combined with Strong’s photographs.
4
 

Stevenson’s manuscript and Strong’s photographs now reside in two different archival 

institutions. On the one hand, the Yale University Library possesses Stevenson’s seventeen page 

manuscript (Beinecke MS. 664); on the other hand, ten of Strong’s photographs from Samoa 

were included, in the 1890s, in the personal album belonging to the Scottish photographer Louis 

Wilson, which is housed at The Writers’ Museum (LSH 824/95). Although “A Samoan 

Scrapbook” directly references eleven of Strong’s photographs, The Writers’ Museum album, 

                                                                                                                                                             
(Letters 6: 336-337). “A Samoan Scrapbook” likely contains some of the material Stevenson was considering for the 

larger project.  
4
 I provide a transcription of “A Samoan Scrapbook” in Appendix A. 
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while it contains pictures from the Hawai’ian Embassy, does not contain these specific 

photographs.
5
 Indeed, to the best of my knowledge, the photographs referenced in “A Samoan 

Scrapbook” are not extant. Despite a lack of information regarding the production and 

dissemination history of Strong’s Samoan photographs, I recuperate these disparate archival 

materials in order to generate the first material and photo-textual analysis of Stevenson and 

Strong’s unfinished photo-literary project.  

In order to frame my discussion of Strong’s Samoan photographs, I begin in Section One 

by summarizing the events leading up to the Hawai’ian Embassy to Samoa. Then, I contrast 

Strong’s photographic depictions with the bulk of commercial photography produced in Samoa, 

which did not “move beyond the production of colonial stereotypes” (Maxwell 243). Instead of 

conventional portraits of “primitive types,” Strong’s Samoans are male, female, old, and young. 

They are shown in the midst of working outdoors in the bush, preparing meals in front of their 

homes, eating communally, going to school, and hosting political gatherings. Although the 

majority of the photographs are certainly posed, there is, nonetheless, an impression of 

spontaneity. None of the subjects smile benevolently or passively towards the photographer and 

his camera; instead many seem to be taken off-guard or unawares and avoid eye contact, glare 

sulkily, or display signs of indifference.
6
 Thus, Strong’s images do not evoke what Alison 

Nordström describes as the “dreamy romantic primitivism” (28) that is characteristic of much of 

the commercial photography from Samoa. For this reason they offer productive case studies for a 

nuanced study of colonial photography in Samoa at the end of the nineteenth century. 

                                                 
5
 There is no record indicating that Strong visited Samoa at any time prior to 1886-1887. He returned to Samoa with 

Isobel in 1891, following Stevenson’s settlement in Vailima. 
6
 In Section One I do not discuss all ten photographs. In LSH 824/95 they are captioned: “Group of natives in 

Samoa,” “Making Treaty in Samoa,” “Hut native in Samoa,” “Grass hut & natives Samoa,” “Samoan chief,” “In 

Samoa,” “Natives eating poi,” “Samoan natives,” “In Samoa,” “Samoan chief with his wives.” 
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In Section Two, I analyze “A Samoan Scrapbook.” I start by situating the text’s 

conception during Stevenson’s visit to Honolulu and connect it to his friendship with the 

Hawai’ian King Kalakaua. According to Arthur Grove Day in Travels in Hawaii, Stevenson was 

“exploit[ed]” and “enticed into writing an account of the [Samoan] affair that was supposed to be 

published, along with Joe Strong’s photographs, to dramatize [King] Kalakaua’s imperialism” 

(xxi-xxii); suggesting that Stevenson was “exploited” and “enticed” is somewhat misleading 

since he was already thinking of writing the book (and hence hardly needed to be enticed). Jenni 

Calder echoes this thought in her biography when she writes that Stevenson “was thinking of 

writing a book about political manipulations in the Pacific, centring on Samoa, with Joe Strong 

taking photographs to illustrate it” (269). Calder, however, does not specify that this book is 

actually “A Samoan Scrapbook.” Although “A Samoan Scrapbook” and Strong’s photographs 

were never physically combined Stevenson did use “A Samoan Scrapbook” as the first draft, or 

as the pretext, for a section entitled “The Hawai’ian Embassy” in A Footnote to History: Eight 

Years of Trouble in Samoa (1892). Even though “The Hawai’an Embassy” possesses an implicit 

photo-textual basis, Stevenson effaced Strong’s official photographs from this section. Not only 

did he expurgate the photographic component of “The Hawai’ian Embassy,” but his account 

significantly minimizes the role of Strong as both his collaborator and principal eye-witness to 

the events which he narrates.
7
  

                                                 
7
 While I do not want the biographical context to over-determine my reading it is, nonetheless, important to 

remember that the expurgation of Strong’s photographs from “The Hawai’ian Embassy” coincides with the 

disintegration of Stevenson’s personal relationship with Strong. Following Strong and Isobel’s divorce, Stevenson 

wrote that the former had “soil[ed] my verandah” (qtd. in Bell, “Pictures” 100-101). Leonard Bell describes how 

Stevenson went so far as to “excis[e] Strong from some photographs and then ha[d] the remainder re-photographed, 

literally removing, or attempting to remove, him from the pictorial history of the family.” Bell remarks astutely that 

Stevenson’s expurgation of Strong from the family’s photographic archive highlights the author’s “consciousness of 

how ‘reality’ could be shaped through the manipulation of visual images” (101). The dissolution of Stevenson and 

Strong’s relationship is the basis of a novel (narrated in the first-person by a fictional Joe Strong) by Dan McNay 

entitled The Truth About Treasure Island (2013). Notably, McNay makes use of the fact that Stevenson removed 

“Strong from some photographs” by featuring, on the cover, two nearly-identical photographs taken on the Vailima 
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Lastly, in Section Three I close-read Stevenson’s descriptions of Strong’s photographs. 

Strong’s material photographs are missing and thus a pictorial void surrounds Stevenson’s 

manuscript. Regardless of these figurative blank spaces, Stevenson’s narration of Strong’s 

photographs allows me to consider photography as an idea which foregrounds Stevenson’s 

concern with competing perspectives and the uncertainty about the veracity, and accuracy, of 

photographs as historical documents. 

4.1 Strong in Samoa 

By the mid-nineteenth century, Western colonialism had reached Samoan shores and from then 

to the beginning of the twentieth century, the Island Group was subject to intense intervention 

from Britain, Germany, and the United States. Vanessa Smith’s comprehensive and succinct 

summary of Samoa’s complex political situation is worth citing in full:  

During the course of the nineteenth century, the four highest traditional Samoan 

titles were united by chiefs of the Malietoa family. The three Western powers 

with commercial interests in the area – Britain, the United States and Germany – 

sought to influence the course of government by promoting, alternately and 

inconsistently, the cause of the ruling party or of contending claimants. The 

Malietoa sovereignty was repeatedly resisted by the Tupua family; in revolts in 

1848 and 1869 Britain and the United States supported Malietoa, while Germany 

supported Tupua. During the 1870s, requests were made by Malietoa Laupepa 

that Britain or the United States annex Samoa, which were declined.… Just prior 

                                                                                                                                                             
property: the top one features Osbourne, Stevenson, Strong with two Samoans, while the second does not include 

Strong. McNay includes the following (fictional) disclaimer about his cover: “The second photograph on the cover 

was doctored by John Davis, the photographer, at Robert Louis Stevenson’s request in 1893 to remove Joe Strong. A 

young accountant in San Francisco has discovered Joe’s diary and sketchbook from the period. This [book] is Joe 

Strong’s story in his own words and his sketches from the time he lived in Samoa. He was married to Belle 

Osbourne, Stevenson’s step-daughter.” 
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to Stevenson’s arrival in the Pacific, [the German] Captain Eugen Brandeis 

encouraged Tupua Tamasese to usurp the Malietoa title. The German government 

in Samoa deported Malietoa Laupepa, and installed Tamasese as ruler. Mata’afa 

Iosefo continued to lead opposition against the Tupua government. Responding to 

this political tension, the Western powers increased their naval presence in 

Samoan waters. (Literary 197-199)  

In his seminal work The Hawaiian Kingdom: The Kalakaua Dynasty, 1874-1893, Ralph S. 

Kuykendall notes that by 1886 “the three powers were committed to the task of finding a 

solution for the problem of the internal government and the international position of Samoa” 

(311).
8
 In 1889, the colonial powers attempted to bring order to a chaotic sociopolitical situation 

by signing the Berlin Treaty, which established Laupepa as King of Samoa, although most 

Samoans favoured his rival, Mata’afa. The Berlin Treaty, in fact, did little to stabilize the 

situation, which was only tentatively settled with Samoa’s division between Germany and the 

United States in 1899: “[t]he Americans wanted Eastern Samoa’s harbor at Tutuila for their 

naval interests. The Germans wanted Western Samoa for the extensive plantation owned there by 

a German company” (Meleisea, “Introduction” 16).
9
  

Samoa was one of three major Pacific Island Groups that remained independent after the 

1874 British takeover of Fiji; the others were Tonga and Hawai’i (Kuykendall 309). Despite this 

de facto independence, the colonial powers had divided them amongst their own spheres of 

interest: the United States was particularly interested in Hawai’i, the British in Tonga, and the 

Germans, British, and Americans each sought to determine the future of Samoa. In this climate, 

                                                 
8
 Although I rely on Kuykendall’s detailed study to provide the context for the Hawai’ian Embassy to Samoa, Gavan 

Daws also provides a clear summary of events in Shoal of Time: A History of the Hawaiian Islands.  
9
 This brief overview of Samoa in the last decades of the nineteenth century barely scratches the surface of the 

complex situation; for more, see Malama Meleisea’s The Making of Modern Samoa: Traditional Authority and 

Colonial Administration in the History of Western Samoa and his Lagaga: A Short History of Western Samoa.  
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King Kalakaua and his advisors recognized that inaction would erode Hawai’ian independence 

and facilitate American annexation. At the beginning of 1880, therefore, Kalakaua attempted to 

strengthen Hawai’i’s diplomatic and social ties to Europe in an attempt to offset American 

influence in the Island Group. Additionally, to assert Hawai’i’s agency and to remove the threat 

of imperial aggression, Kalakaua planned to strengthen both the independence of the kingdom 

and its international stature by uniting the remaining independent Polynesian groups in an 

explicitly anti-European confederacy.  

According to Kuykendall, King Kalakaua’s tentative plan for Polynesian confederacy 

emerged in the early 1880s (311).
10

 During his world tour, Kalakaua had visited Japan’s Emperor 

Mutsuhito and discussed the common threat of European and American aggression (228-229). At 

this meeting Kalakaua proposed a “Union and Federation of the Asiatic nations and sovereigns,” 

which the emperor agreed to consider (229). When in early 1882, Kalakaua received word from 

the Emperor that the Japanese were not yet willing to carry out such a project, the scheme was 

reconfigured into a much smaller Polynesian confederacy (230-231). Groundwork for the 

confederacy had begun in 1883 when Walter Murray Gibson, the Hawai’ian minister of foreign 

affairs, wrote a diplomatic protest that condemned the predatory behaviour of the imperial 

powers in the Pacific. Gibson’s protest stated the confederacy’s aims and attempted to justify 

Hawai’i’s right to such a position, based on its dual status as both a Polynesian state, and as part 

of the Euro-American community. Kuykendall cites from an editorial written by Gibson entitled 

“Hawaiian Primacy in Polynesia”:  

                                                 
10

 Kuykendall stresses that the idea for a confederation of small independent states with Hawai’i at its head, or 

possibly a widespread Hawai’ian empire did not originate with either King Kalakaua or Premier Gibson, but rather 

with an Australian named Charles St. Julian who in 1853 was appointed by King Kamahemaha III as “His Majesty’s 

Commissioner, and Political and Commercial Agent to the Kings, Chiefs and Rulers of the Islands in the Pacific 

Ocean, not under the protection or sovereignty of any European Governentment” (306-311).  
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The policy of this government should be to assist, in every way that is practicable, 

to preserve the independence of all those communities of Polynesian race which 

have not already been driven by circumstances to seek the protection of foreign 

powers... The moral support too of Hawaii should be extended to them in no half-

hearted way. Hawaii holds the first position among the native states of the Pacific, 

and should recognize a duty as attaching to that position. The people of the 

Southern [Pacific] groups are her people, united with her by no distant ties of race 

and kindred. (qtd. 312-313)  

In 1885, the Hawai’ian government also sent the senior diplomat H.A.P. Carter to Washington, 

London, and Berlin, where he lobbied – unsuccessfully – for Hawai’i’s right to participate in any 

major talks regarding the future of the Pacific (Kuykendall 317).      

In 1886-1887, Hawai’i tested the waters for confederacy with a direct intervention into 

Samoa’s political affairs. In December 1886, Kalakaua appointed the Hawai’ian politician John 

E. Bush, former Minister of Foreign Affairs, as an “Envoy Extraordinary and Minister 

Plenipotentiary to the peoples and chiefs of the Pacific” (Kuykendall 324). Bush, accompanied 

by his secretary Henry F. Poor and the official government artist and photographer Joseph 

Strong, travelled to Samoa in order to assess the conflict (324).
11

 The Embassy arrived at Apia 

with clear instructions: to offer Samoan leaders the goodwill and friendship of the Hawai’ian 

Kingdom and, furthermore, to inquire into the possibility of confederation (325). According to 

Kuykendall, the representatives from Hawai’i found Samoa's nominal king, Laupepa, more than 

willing to sign a treaty of confederacy; to the surprise of Kalakaua’s administration a signed 

treaty promptly reached Honolulu in February 1887 (328-329). While he waited for Hawai’i’s 

                                                 
11

 Daws refers to Strong’s presence in the Embassy, but makes no mention of his photography: “[Strong] was to 

paint views of Polynesian places and people” (236). 
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diplomatic core to untangle the legal obligations that Samoa's previous treaties presented, Bush 

spent the next few months drumming up support for the confederacy among Samoans (334). In 

June 1887, however, a faction of the European and American community in Honolulu forced 

Kalakaua, through threat of armed revolt, to sign the infamous Bayonet Constitution, and to 

effectively hand over control of the government to the white settlers. Once in power, the coup 

leaders recalled the embassy, and terminated all plans for the confederacy. Stevenson 

disembarked at Honolulu one year after the signing of the Bayonet Constitution; Kalakaua was 

holding on to power by a thread, and American annexation seemed imminent.  

As a member of the Hawai’ian Embassy to Samoa, Strong produced at least twenty one 

photographs: ten of which were incorporated in Louis Wilson’s personal photograph album. 

Although this album is located in the Robert Louis Stevenson storage room of The Writers’ 

Museum, scant information is currently available concerning its acquisition and history. 

Presumably because the album does not contain photographs that depict members of the 

Stevenson family, it has not received the same rigorous conservation effort as Stevenson’s 

“South Sea” family albums; I infer that Wilson’s album was included in the Stevenson collection 

because it contains photographs taken by Strong.
12

 It should be stressed, however, that Strong’s 

name does not appear anywhere in this album, hence his identity as the photographer cannot be 

definitively stated. Nevertheless, it seems very likely that the photographs are his since the album 

would not have been incorporated into the Stevenson collection if it did not possess a strong 

                                                 
12

 In a letter to Charles Baxter dated 1 September 1890 Stevenson complains about his partnership with Strong and 

refers to Strong selling some of his “pictures.” Although this letter corresponds with the period of time after which 

Stevenson and Strong were likely to have been working on “A Samoan Scrapbook” it is tempting to imagine that 

these “pictures” might have been those acquired by Wilson: “My God-forgotten partner Joe sold some pictures; has 

kept the proceeds to himself; lived on my money; and got drunk, and keeps getting muddled on his own,… Never a 

word did he tell me that he had sold a picture…. It is hard that I have preferred not to buy any clothes this time – not 

that clothes are any privations to me, but still I had an idea of going to Samoa nicely dressed – and my Partner Joe 

should be worrying about his silk handkerchiefs…. Men as decently well off as you and me feel no privations; all 

we give up is beside the mark; if I had no partner Joseph I’d have had new clothes, and revelled in new books and 

music” (Letters 6: 418).  
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connection to Stevenson. Moreover, the album includes a photograph entitled “Samoan Chief” 

(see fig.39.), a copy of which also exists in the Joseph Strong collection at the Bernice Pauahi 

Bishop Museum (Honolulu).
13

 Instead of attempting to ascertain the nature of the relationship 

between Strong and Louis Wilson – for which I have found no evidence – and why, or when 

Wilson actually collected Strong’s photographs – a project requiring further archival study – the 

remainder of this section situates Wilson’s Hawai’ian photographs within the late-nineteenth-

century rise of popular photographic representations of the Pacific, and highlights Strong’s 

Samoan practice. In arguing that Strong’s photographs cannot be subsumed under the inflexible 

category of “colonial” photography, my approach is informed by Christopher Pinney’s criticism 

of the “conventional narratives” surrounding photographic history (Histories 1-2). Pinney rejects 

readings of photographs that are “made to do the work of a preexisting political hypothesis” and 

pushes critics to recognize and address “the fragility and instability of images and their contexts” 

(Histories 3, 4).
14

 Strong’s work is thus, in Pinney’s word “resistant” (Histories 4) to dominant 

approaches that “presuppose an absolute fit between the image and the ideological forces that 

appear to motivate the image” (8).  

Louis Wilson was the son of the prominent Scottish photographer George Washington 

Wilson (1823-1893), the owner of the extremely successful photography firm, G. W. Wilson.
15

 

His firm’s success provided G.W. Wilson with the financial means to employ a large staff of 

                                                 
13

 This photograph is reproduced in Alison Nordström and Casey Blanton’s Picturing Paradise (77). They also note 

that Strong “first went to Samoa as the official artist and photographer to the Hawaiian Government Mission in 

1887, an attempt by Hawaiian King Kalakaua to fend off European colonization of the islands through the creation 

of a pan-Pacific state.” They add that “Strong produced several full-plate photographs of Samoan dance, ceremonies, 

and daily life, as well as a number of striking portraits which were assembled under the title Samoan Scrapbook, but 

never published” (25).  
14

 As a striking example of this methodology, Pinney cites from Malek Alloula’s study of photography produced in 

Algeria, The Colonial Harem (1987). Alloula argues that photography is “the fertiliser of the colonial vision 

[producing] stereotypes in the manner of great seabirds producing guano” (qtd. in Histories 3). 
15

 In 1888 G. W. Wilson passed his photography business over to his sons, Louis, Charles and John Wilson. The 

business was sold in 1908 (“The George Washington Wilson and Co. Photographic Collection,” University of 

Aberdeen).  
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photographers, whom he dispatched to South Africa, Australia, and the South Pacific to 

participate in the growing business of commercial photography. In addition to collecting 

photographs from these regions, Wilson’s firm also produced two lantern-slide lectures focused 

specifically on the South Pacific. The first, a lecture entitled Cannibal Isles or Rovings among 

the Coral Reefs and Palms toured England in the 1880s and was accompanied by a pamphlet 

describing sixty slides. This lecture, according to Michael Hayes “trace[d] a linear movement 

through the Islands of Fiji, Tonga, Samoa, and the Solomon Islands, with the commentary 

focusing on houses, women, and on the ‘scenic’” (17). The second Wilson lecture, A Trip to the 

Paradise of the Pacific: The Great Hawai’i. Volcano and the Lepers’ Home: A Reading 

Descriptive of a Series of Lantern Slides, was published at some point between the late 1880s 

and 1893 (Hayes 187), thus potentially coinciding with Louis Wilson’s trip to Hawai’i in 1889.  

Besides the difficulty in dating Wilson’s Hawai’ian photographs, his album presents a 

dilemma in precise attribution. A brief MS. note included inside the cover of the album reads that 

“some photographs [were] taken by Louis Wilson of G.W, Aberdeen, 1889.” In addition, a 

pencil note on the inside of the front fly-leaf states that: 

Some of the photos in this Album are by my old friend Louis Wilson of G.W. 

Wilson, Aberdeen who went to Hawai’i for his health in 1889. The one of the 

Hawai’ian Hotel is certainly his as he took it to replace the rejected negative 

which showed the R.L.S. group in the foreground. This information I had from 

himself.  

 – William J. Hay, John Knox’s House, Edinburgh.
16

 

                                                 
16

 William Hay (1863-1955) lived and worked for many years at John Knox House located on Edinburgh’s Royal 

Mile. Among other things, he was a photographer who produced postcards of the Scottish capital. The Writers’ 

Museum catalogue does not provide the album’s acquisition date or its exact provenance; the album was likely in 
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Hay’s note may or may not indicate that Wilson assembled the album. The captions’ authorship 

is equally ambiguous, since they have been composed by two different hands: the odd number 

pages are captioned in an elegant script, while the even number pages are captioned in large 

hand-writing, usually covering a pencil note. Attributing a single author to individual 

photographs is also difficult; thus, I infer that the vast majority of the photographs were produced 

by Wilson, although the album also integrates several commercial prints bearing the stamp of the 

professional Hawai’ian firm, H. I. Davey Photo Company.
17

  

The first pages of Wilson’s album display cartes de visite of Hawai’ian royal figures such 

as Princess Ruth, Dowager Queen Emma, and Princess Likelike.
18

 These are followed by dozens 

of photographs of Honolulu’s Iolani Palace, the Hawai’ian Hotel, and Kapiolani Park. There are 

also several images showcasing Honolulu’s large boulevards lined with palm trees, as well as 

Hawai’ian sugar mills and plantations. In fact, Strong’s photographs comprise a small proportion 

of the album’s overall content. Beginning on page 72, they are pasted on the verso side of the 

thick cardboard pages and are interspersed at regular intervals. Strong’s Samoan photographs 

depict individuals or groups of semi-naked men, children, and bare-breasted women working in 

                                                                                                                                                             
Hay’s possession until he gifted it to the Robert Louis Stevenson Club (accessioned by the Club as RLSC 583) 

which later passed on the bulk of its holdings to The Writers’ Museum.  
17

 The difficulty in attributing this album and its contents is consistent with the state of commercial photography in 

the Pacific during the period. Nordström remarks that photographs from Samoa “appear without attribution in early 

issues of National Geographic, and Harper’s, and, more often than not, in travel books of the period, and since 

many of these photographs have survived only as records of ‘types’ in ethnological museums and archives, the 

identity of the photographer is often not recorded.” She explains that “Biographical information, which might 

contribute to specific dating of certain images, is also scarce, though what we do know contributes to a general sense 

of how photographers lived and worked, not only in the tiny backwater of Apia, but probably in any number of 

similar colonial outposts around the world” (26). 
18

 According to Christina Bacchilega the Hawai’ian royalty made full use of photography for self-promotion. 

Daguerreotype portraits of King Kamehameha IV and Queen Emma were exhibited at London’s 1862 Exhibition 

(21).  
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outdoor settings, or participating in social customs, such as the making of kava and the eating of 

poi (a banana and coconut mixture).
19

 

Unlike Wilson’s photographs of Hawai’i, which are accompanied by captions that specify 

the subjects’ precise location, the captions for the photographs of Samoa remain extremely 

vague; for instance, the caption “In Samoa” is used for two different photographs and 

anonymous subjects are subsumed by the category of “Samoan native.” These unsettling 

captions not only decontextualize the individuals they refer to, but they also assimilate them 

within the colonial discourse that constructed Samoa as what Leonard Bell calls, “an exemplary 

tropical island, with accompanying attributes – hot (in several senses), luxuriant, verdant, 

welcoming, easy living, and with contented and attractive ‘natives’: a model of the exotic 

picturesque” (160). The only exception to these generalizing captions is the photograph titled 

“Making Treaty,” which implies, but does not specify, a diplomatic meeting between Samoan 

leaders and colonial officials.  

Strong’s unconventional Samoan photography is easily eclipsed by the Island’s vibrant 

commercial photography trade. In Colonial Photography and Exhibitions, Anne Maxwell 

describes how Samoa’s reputation as a centre of trade and tourism meant that by the early 1880s 

Apia boasted of three successful commercial photographers: the New Zealander John Davis, his 

apprentice Alfred Tattersall, and their partner Thomas Andrew (243). Leonard Bell characterizes 

the bulk of Davis’s and Tattersall’s work as “routine” since it aligned with “standard consumer 

tastes.” He notes that the most popular types were portraits depicting Samoans “in traditional 

costumes” and emphasizing their “‘exotic’ manners and customs” (“Eyeing Samoa” 161-162). 

                                                 
19

 The majority of the represented individuals remains unidentified. I contacted The Museum of Samoa for more 

assistance in this task and received the following response from the curator Owen Martin: “we have not been able to 

definitively identify any of the individuals in the photographs you provided. However, one of the photos matches an 

engraving held at the State Library of Victoria (Australia), which identifies the man as Asi and a woman identified as 

his daughter Faapiu. These individuals are not known to us from our records.”  
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According to Alison Nordström, Davis’s photographs embody the discourse of “primitive 

exoticism” by stressing “the positive influence of Western development, a pattern which occurs 

with great regularity in both the photographs and the verbal rhetoric of the time” (27). 

Tattersall’s photographs are no exception: they contain the “predictable juxtaposition of Western 

technological triumphs and the dreamy romantic primitivism of an imagined pre-White Samoa” 

(Nordström 28).  

Studies of Samoa’s colonial photography are predominantly concerned with the works of 

Davis, Tattersall, and Andrew. The preoccupation with these three professional photographers is 

justified since their works constitute the bulk of the archive for Samoa; Strong’s lesser known 

photographs are, however, alternatives to the “limited range of such stereotypical images” (Bell, 

“Eyeing Samoa” 161), since they expand the history of colonial photography “outside the 

purview of conventional narratives” (Pinney, Histories 2). Pinney argues that the majority of 

literature dealing with photography “during a period of colonial expansion” suffers from an over-

reliance on the theoretical work of Said and Foucault. Thus, this scholarship frequently situates 

“photographic imagery and practice as immovably within a ‘truth’ that simplistically reflects a 

set of cultural and political dispositions held by the makers of those images” (Histories 2). My 

treatment of Strong’s non-canonical photographs – they have never been included within the 

“purview of conventional narratives” – exposes some of the limitations of the colonial gaze. 

Instead of assuming Strong’s “cultural and political disposition,” I stress the cross-cultural 

nuances embodied by his photographs.  

The photograph captioned “Samoan natives” depicts four boys sitting in a semi-circle on 

the grass around a bowl, scrapping out the taro leaves which are laid out in the foreground (see 

fig.40.). Presumably, Strong was seated or crouched down in order to take this shot straight-on. 
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His intrusive physical proximity might be the cause of the boys’ angry glares. Only one child 

continues to work intently with his back turned to the photographer – is he aware of the 

photographer’s presence? In any case, Strong appears to have interrupted them in the midst of 

their work: the one on the far right is hunched over his knees and chewing a blade of grass, while 

the boy sitting opposite him is scraping a leaf. Their companion holds his hands over the bowl 

and fingers the mixture. Located in the centre of the picture, but further removed from the 

photographer, is a crouching older man. Standing on his left side is a bald youngster with a 

furrowed brow. Wearing a perturbed expression he looks down at one of the seated boys.  

Similar expressions of irritation, discomfiture, or reluctance appear in “Hut Native in 

Samoa” (see fig.41.). Here, a bare breasted woman in a grass skirt stands at three-quarter profile 

in front of a thatched house. Her arms are drawn behind her back as she looks away from the 

camera. To her right are two female children, the youngest of whom stands in the middle in a 

cloth skirt. The youngest glances up at the camera, also with her hands behind her back. Beside 

her is an older, adolescent girl sitting cross-legged; her half-closed eyes avoid the camera and 

stare towards an un-defined space beside, or behind, the photographer (see fig.42.). These 

averted gazes reappear in “Groups of natives in Samoa” (see fig.43.), in which a man and a 

woman are shown working in front of a thatched roof house with a small child crouching in front 

of them. The man, holding a large knife, does not face the camera; the woman, however, does, 

though her crossed arms partially cover her bare chest. The Islanders are off-centred in the 

viewfinder and seem to have been interrupted in their work – even the little boy appears 

surprised as he looks up from his bunch of sticks with mouth agape (see fig.44.).  

Strong’s images were produced under the auspices of the Hawai’ian government, which 

was attempting to establish itself as a hegemonic power. On 8 March 1886, the Hawai’ian 
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monarch Kalakaua recognized “the great strategic advantages” of European nations who 

possessed Pacific Islands, and claimed that those “groups of islands not yet annexed were those 

which, in the nature of things, should come under the influence and authority of the Hawai’ian 

Government” (qtd. in Kuykendall 322; my italics). This citation effectively summarizes 

Hawai’i’s realpolitik: in order to compete with the Euro-American powers in the South Pacific, 

the kingdom worked in the gaps that were left open by the colonial powers. Kalakaua’s phrase 

“the nature of things” appeals to an essential, shared, cultural, and ethnic identity: Hawai’i could 

claim Samoa because the Samoans were a natural extension of Hawai’ians. The fraught 

photographic encounter between the American-Hawai’ian photographer and his subjects 

potentially undermines Kalakaua’s propaganda of a pan-Polynesian people: instead of embracing 

the Hawai’ian delegates, the figures appear confrontational and cold. This impression of 

inscrutability is reinforced by their lack of frontality – their bodies resist legibility, and thus 

manipulation and interpretation. 

The context for these photographs’ production indicates a highly particular and specific 

case of colonial photography: the Hawai’ian government, an indigenous entity, intervened in 

Samoan affairs in an attempt to extend its sphere of influence and, in the process, employed an 

American photographer to record diplomatic proceedings with Samoans. Although there is a 

growing body of research that analyses colonial and postcolonial photographic archives, I am not 

aware of any studies dealing with cases of an indigenous government photographing another 

indigenous population during the colonial period. It is inaccurate, therefore, simply to speak of 

Strong’s photographs as serving a colonialist agenda, insofar as they cannot be fitted into a 

system that classified and categorized colonial subjects. Indeed, the case of Strong and the 

Hawai’ian government foregrounds the limitations of a homogenous “colonial photography,” 
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and more specifically the lack of “an internally consistent, and univocal ‘body’ or archive of 

Samoan images” (Bell, “Eyeing Samoa” 161). Instead, Strong’s photographs potentially subvert 

the critical narrative that posits the construction of a passive, available, indigenous subject, who 

is rendered compliant under a Euro-American regime of visual surveillance and control.  

Pinney offers a reconfiguration of the photographic colonial archive, and argues for the 

need to move beyond the archive’s “ontological generality” in order to attend to particular 

colonial or postcolonial “moment[s]” (Histories 4); he asserts that 

[t]he photograph ceased to be a univocal, flat, and uncontestable indexical trace of 

what was, and becomes instead a complexly textured artifact (concealing many 

different depths) inviting the viewer to assume many possible different 

standpoints – both spatial and temporal – in respect to it. (5) 

This approach is premised on the paradox that if the capture of light on film produces an image 

of what has been placed before the camera, it simultaneously produces an excess of visual 

information (Chaudhary 9). Since the camera lens does not and cannot, in Pinney’s word 

“discriminate” (Histories 6), nor can it “filter” (7) out certain information, it ensures an excess of 

detail, which is vulnerable to alternative interpretations (7). Indexicality, therefore, ceases to be a 

guarantee of stability, closure, and identifiable veracity; instead it is a marker of multiple 

signifiers and offers opportunities for unfixing its represented subjects. Strong’s photographs, 

while a minor and limited “archive” of Samoan colonialism, nonetheless underscore the validity 

of Pinney’s approach. While the photographic recording of indigenous people can always be 

categorized under the rubric of exploitation and the “colonial gaze,” the unusual production 

context for Strong’s photographs – they represent the interaction between two nominally 

independent indigenous powers – asserts the complexity of the apparently simple photographic 
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index. Strong’s photographs are at once the gaze of a colonial agent, the documentary lens of the 

colonial archive, but also the gaze of another indigenous power, whose claims to ethnic solidarity 

undermine any definitive reading of power relations in these images. Assuredly, the removal of 

the photographs from their intended context – as part of a Hawai’ian government political project 

– and their insertion into an album of generic, commercial tropical photography, presents them as 

a collection of colonial artefacts. By re-integrating, however tentatively, Strong’s photographs to 

their production context and their political purpose, we assume one of Pinney’s “different 

standpoints,” and expose the nuances of reading any photograph. 

4.2 Hawai’ians in Samoa: “outlandish” and “droll” 

When Stevenson, Fanny, Osbourne, and Mrs. Stevenson reached Honolulu on 24 January 1889, 

they were met by Isobel and Strong. Two days after the arrival of his step-family in Honolulu, 

Strong and Archibald Cleghorn, a Scottish Honolulu merchant, introduced Stevenson and 

Osbourne to King Kalakaua at Iolani Palace (Grove Day xxviii). In a short time, the Stevensons 

were participating in Kalakaua’s infamous parties during which the author himself was the guest 

of honour. In early February, Stevenson decided to remain and work in the Hawai’ian Islands, 

and sent the Casco back to San Francisco. During the six months spent in Hawai’i, he completed 

The Master of Ballantrae (1889), Ballads (1890), and began, in collaboration with Osbourne, 

The Game of Bluff (later titled The Wrong Box, 1889), and The Pearl Fisher (later titled The 

Ebb-Tide, 1894), before returning to his sixty-chapter, “big volume [The South Seas] with 

appendices” (Letters 6: 245).
20

 Grove Day summarizes Stevenson’s travels and excursions in the 

Hawai’ian Islands: besides the Island of Oahu and its capital Honolulu, Stevenson visited two of 

                                                 
20

 Grove Day remarks that Stevenson had also begun studying Hawai’ian with Joseph Poepoe: notes on Hawai’ian 

expressions survive in the Huntington Library (xliii). According to Grove Day, during this period Stevenson was 

also likely involved in helping Fanny write her short story about leprosy, “The Half-White” which appeared in 

Scribner’s Magazine in 1891 (xxxi).  
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the other eight Islands of the Hawai’ian Island chain: on 21 May, for example, he travelled alone, 

with his camera, to the Island of Molokai and visited the leper settlement, which had been 

overseen by Father Damien until his death on 15 April 1889 (xxix). After spending a week at the 

leper colony he wrote the vitriolic pamphlet Father Damien: An Open Letter to the Reverend 

Doctor Hyde of Honolulu from Robert Louis Stevenson (1890), a defense of the Belgian priest, 

whom Reverend Hyde had vociferously attacked. According to Grove Day, Stevenson’s 

accounts of “The Kona Coast” and “The Lepers of Kona” were envisioned as parts of his “big 

volume”; the Hawai’ian material would comprise Part V of The South Seas, “The Eight Islands,” 

and would include a chapter on “Missions” (unpublished); a five-part chapter on the Kona Coast; 

and a four part chapter on Molokai. Although these five chapters appeared as a series of letters to 

the New York Sun in 1891, they were excluded from In the South Seas (1896). In later editions 

of Stevenson’s collected works portions of the Hawai’ian material were reprinted as Part III, 

“The Eight Islands,” and organized into five chapters in the Swanston Edition (1912), the 

Vailima Edition (1923), the Tusitala Edition (1924), and the Skerryvore Edition (1925). The five 

chapters – “The Kona Coast,”  “A Ride in the Forest,”  “The City of Refuge,” “Kaahumanu,” 

and “The Lepers of Kona” – are based on Stevenson’s tour of Kona (on the west coast of the 

Island of Hawai’i), the City of Refuge, and his visit to the leper colony on the peninsula of 

Kalawao (on the Island of Molokai). 

 As “a favourite at the court” (McLynn 340), Stevenson met frequently with the hospitable 

and formidable King Kalakaua who, besides having read Treasure Island and Strange Case of 

Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, enjoyed lively discussions about Pacific history and politics as well as 

Hawai’i’s current relationship with the United States.
21

 Indeed, Stevenson was privy to many of 

                                                 
21

 King Kalakaua’s history might be taken as a productive case study for Nicholas Thomas’s emphasis on the 

neglected “cosmopolitanism” of Pacific Islanders. Thomas stresses that scholars tend to reinforce “the old notion 
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the king’s political schemes. Kuykendall explains that although Kalakaua was fully aware of the 

necessity for a reciprocity treaty with the United States in order for the Hawai’ian sugar industry 

to flourish, he remained a political and cultural traditionalist, who “did not intend to throw 

himself into the arms of the United States or to jeopardize the independence of his kingdom” 

(21). Stevenson was won over to his nationalist cause, in large part due to Kalakaua’s account of 

his diplomatic enterprise in Samoa.  His response to learning about the drawn-out colonial 

conflict plaguing Samoans was to write his first letter, on 10 February 1889, to The Times of 

London entitled “Recent German Doings in Samoa,” which was subsequently published on 11 

March 1889 (Letters 6: 251).
22

 Months prior to reaching Samoan shores, Stevenson had, 

therefore, already identified Samoa as being in “the eye of the political storm” (Bell, Dreams 

230), or in Kuykendall’s words, the “chief trouble spot in the Pacific during this period” (309). 

Hungry for any current information on Samoa, Stevenson  jumped at the opportunity to meet 

                                                                                                                                                             
that Islanders are in situ, [that] they inhabit particular places, [that] they are ‘local’ opponents, translators, or 

recipients of ‘global’ forces, meanings and commodities, emanating largely from the West” (Islanders 3). Instead of 

this presumed lack of mobility, Islanders, from the sixteenth century onwards, were immigrants and refugees in the 

ports of America, China, and Europe, and by “the end of the eighteenth century, dozens certainly and maybe 

hundreds... had joined traders, whalers and other ships” (Islanders 4). Thomas’s argument for Pacific 

“cosmopolitanism” can be linked to Niklaus Schweizer’s article “King Kalakaua: An International Perspective.” 

Here, Schweizer describes the Hawai’ian monarch’s 1874 visit to Washington D.C., and how he became the “first 

head of state of any foreign nation to address a joint session of Congress.” Schweizer notes that Kalakaua 

strengthened Hawai’i’s consular presence in Europe, so that by 1892 Hawai’i had ninety three consulates across the 

globe (109). Schweizer also explains that these international measures were linked to a government-funded program 

for young Hawai’ians which sent five youths to Italy, four to the U.S., three to England, three to Scotland, two to 

Japan, and one to China (109). Kalakaua himself circumnavigated the world in 1881, “a feat never achieved by any 

ruling monarch in history” (110). 
22

 Stevenson sent eleven political letters to The Times, which were, Roslyn Jolly argues, the result of “an 

overwhelming sense that it was his duty to use his name, his fame, and his skill as a writer to draw international 

attention to the situation in Samoa and seek remedies for the legal and political abuses perpetrated by its government 

upon its people. To begin writing these letters was a highly deliberate step; once his accusations about the actions of 

the [Berlin] Treaty officials were in print, Stevenson was committed to a public position that he was thenceforth 

obliged to defend and to a course of action that he found bound to sustain” (Pacific 114). According to John Kucich, 

Stevenson’s motivation for writing the letters was part of “the stringent crusade of anti-imperialistic self-martyrdom 

to which he committed his energies in the early 1890s [that] was deeply indebted to the moral tone of evangelical 

activism… [and that] promised, in rather surprising ways, to reconcile the ideological confusions of a middle-class 

subject torn between colourful, stylized rebellions and moral earnestness” (80-82). 
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with John C. Klein – an American war correspondent who had just returned from Samoa
23

 – 

because he “wanted to hear a first-hand account of the bloodshed” (Colley, Colonial 138). 

Kalakaua, who was eager to capitalize on the author’s interest in the region’s colonial 

machinations, recognized an opportunity to justify, and redeem, his disastrous attempt at forming 

a Polynesian confederacy: he proposed that Stevenson pen a sympathetic pamphlet to accompany 

Strong’s photographs taken in Samoa during the delegation.  

Significantly, “A Samoan Scrapbook” was not the first time that Kalakaua had turned to 

photography for political ends: in 1875 “he commissioned Max Eckhart, Honolulu’s leading 

engraver, to produce a fold-out book of photographs and paintings of the royal family,” and also 

had cartes de visite of himself and of his queen produced (qtd. in Bacchilega 21). Not only did 

these royal portraits circulate widely, but photographs of the king and queen were incorporated 

in Kalakaua’s 1888 book The Legends and Myths of Hawai’i “where they wordlessly asserted his 

authority and worked against primitivism” (Bacchilega 21). The prevalence of photography in 

the Hawai’ian court echoes Stevenson’s own observation from In the South Seas’s “The Eight 

Islands,” in which he visits a house whose walls are covered in photographs and lithographs: “the 

photographs were of the royal family; that goes without saying in Hawai’i” (Skerryvore Edition 

209). Thus, with “A Samoan Scrapbook,” as with his previous political use of photography, the 

Hawai’ian monarch attempted to portray his kingdom as a benevolent ally in Samoan affairs.
24

 

                                                 
23

 In A Footnote to History, Stevenson remarks that Klein “had been for some time representing the New York World 

in a very effective manner, always in the front, living in the field with Samoans, and in all vicissitudes of weather, 

toiling to and fro with his despatches” (100).  
24

 Pinney is interested in how different and specific “colonial photographic practice[s]” helped to construct non-

metropolitan “self-identit[ies]” and “self-fashioning[s]” (Histories 1). While Pinney does not address Hawai’i 

specifically (and, as a self-governing country until 1898, it never had a “colonial” photographic tradition, per se), 

nevertheless, Hawai’i represents a local “appropriat[ion]” of the “globally disseminated” medium (1). Lynn Ann 

Davis, in her study of photographically illustrated books about Hawai’i, notes that the “Hawaiian government 

promoted the islands with displays of photographs at exhibitions, including Vienna (1873), Philadelphia (1876), and 

Paris (1889)” (“Photographically Illustrated” 102). In Legendary Hawai’i and the Politics of Place, Christina 

Bacchilega draws attention to the diverse uses of photography in nineteenth-century Hawai’i and argues that 
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Kalakaua maintained this stance, even after the debacle of the Hawai’ian Embassy, when he 

justified his intervention in Samoa in a letter to the Hawai’ian consul in San Francisco: “I did 

send [an Embassy] but it was from a repeated call from Samoa… a call of Confederation or 

solidarity of the Polynesian Race… Our Mission was simply a Mission of phylanthropy more 

than anything, but the arogance [sic] of the Germans prevented our good intentions” (Kuykendall 

339).  

The Stevensons arrived at the port of Apia on the Samoan Island of Upolu on 7 

December 1889. As they disembarked from the schooner Equator, Stevenson, Fanny, Osbourne, 

and their cook Ah Fu were greeted by the American trader Henry J. Moors “who offered to put 

them up and make all necessary introductions in Apia” (McLynn 366). By January 1890, 

Stevenson, having decided to settle his family permanently near Apia on the slopes of Mount 

Vaea, signed the deed of purchase for the Vailima plantation. When they moved into the estate 

on 13 April 1891, Stevenson was still working on The South Seas.
25

 The ambitiously designed 

book, however, was soon overshadowed by a series of new literary projects. In 1890, Stevenson 

began collaborating with Osbourne on the novel The Wrecker (Scribner’s Magazine August 

1891-July 1892), and also began A Footnote to History: Eight Years of Trouble in Samoa (1892). 

The latter, the lengthy and detailed study of the fraught relationship between Samoan factional 

rivalries and the colonial powers of Germany, Great Britain, and the United States, was initially 

meant as an additional section for The South Seas. Shortly after starting it, however, Stevenson 

repurposed it as “a separate opuscule on the Samoan Trouble” (Letters 6: 345). In a letter to 

Burlingame from February 1890 he wrote that he had intended the “small volume” to be “part of 

                                                                                                                                                             
“recognizing an albeit marginalized agency of Hawaiians in the history of photography matters not only to 

document the resistance in the past but to provide a genealogy for Hawaiian artists in the present” (21-22).  
25

 In the time between the purchase of Vailima and the family’s permanent settlement there, the Stevensons were 

undertaking their third (and final) Pacific cruise aboard the Janet Nicoll.  



 

 

139 

 

my travel book; but material has accumulated on my hands until I see myself forced into volume 

form.” In the same letter he informs Burlingame that “I have a few photographs of the [Samoan] 

war, which will do for illustrations” (Letters 6: 366). A Footnote to History begins in 1882, 

“when settler rivalry and alliances with rival chiefly factions caused Germany, Britain and the 

United States to become increasingly involved in Samoa’s affairs” (Meleisea, “Introduction” 

xiii) and then proceeds to describe the German-provoked civil war that occurred between 1887 

and 1889 (Jolly, Pacific 77).
26

 The remainder of Stevenson’s text covers events from 1889 to 

1892, with a focus on the botched attempts in implementing the Final Act of the Berlin 

Conference (Jolly, Pacific 77).
27

 

Stevenson composed A Footnote to History over the course of two distinct periods (Jolly, 

Pacific 67). In February 1890, he described his “war volume” to Burlingame as “not begun, but 

all materials ready” (Letters 6: 366); three months later he informed Colvin that “the Samoan 

business” was progressing and that he was “getting events coordinated and the narrative 

distributed” (Letters 6: 389). Although Stevenson intended “to write almost at once and to 

publish shortly” (Letters 6: 366), A Footnote to History was cast aside for roughly eighteen 

months until it re-surfaced in October 1891. From this point on, Stevenson wrote continuously 

until May 1892 (Jolly, Pacific 67). In a letter to Colvin from October 1891, Stevenson explains 

                                                 
26

 One of the most significant conflicts recorded by Stevenson in A Footnote to History is the Battle of Fangalii. The 

three colonial powers had, until this point, manipulated Samoan affairs by arming their preferred factions but had 

very rarely intruded in any actual armed conflicts. In December 1888, the Germans, however, were so concerned 

with backing their favoured chief Tamasese that they landed their own forces in order to attack the Samoan 

supporters of the rival chief Mata’afa Iosefo. According to Stevenson, the German plan was not thought-out well and 

although many Samoans were killed, fifty-six Germans (out of one hundred forty) perished. To make matters worse, 

numerous German bodies were decapitated by the Samoans. Stevenson claims that “All Samoa drew a breath of 

wonder and delight” at the humiliation of the imperial power (A Footnote 105). According to Thomas, the Germans 

never recovered from the taking of the heads, and in the following decades they recognized Mata’afa Iosefo’s 

prominence amongst chiefs but they “would not permit him to be described as king” (Islanders 282). 
27

 The Treaty of Berlin (1889) reconvened the adjourned Washington conference of 1887 (Stevenson, A Footnote 

130). The German foreign minister Count Herbert von Bismarck invited British and American delegations to Berlin. 

By 14 June 1889 the parties had signed the treaty entitled “The Final Act of The Berlin Conference on Samoan 

Affairs.”  
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the reason for this renewed vigour: “after two damned hard months at fiction; I want a change… 

Samoa; rather tempting” (Letters 7: 182). One month later he excitedly outlined his progress: he 

had completed “four chapters, forty-eight pages of [his] Samoa history” (Letters 7: 198).  

Stevenson was extremely self-conscious about his “extraneous and outlandish” (Letters 7: 

196) subject matter, as is clear from the apologetic opening of A Footnote to History: “An affair, 

which might be deemed worthy of a note of a few lines in a general history, has been here 

expanded to the size of a volume or large pamphlet… it is hoped that, in spite of its outlandish 

subject, the sketch may find readers” (17).
28

 Not only does Stevenson’s playful use of 

“outlandish” – the adjective refers simultaneously to the country’s foreignness, unfamiliarity, 

and strangeness – but the work’s very title emphatically foregrounds the events’ marginal status 

on the world stage: as Smith puts it, “[the title] anticipates criticisms about the historical 

unsuitability of Samoan material” (Literary 212).
29

 The impetus for writing on such an 

“outlandish subject” appears to have included a “degree of partisanship with a strong sense of 

public service” (Jolly, Pacific 67). To the publisher Burlingame, for instance, he justified his 

“outlandish” choice by stressing that his writing A Footnote to History was neither self-serving 

nor motivated by profit, since the act was “not business at all” (Letters 7: 196; my italics). This 

explanation was corroborated by the author’s earnest public support of the Samoan chief 

Mata’afa, and the defense of his right to kingship. In a letter to Colvin dated 29 November 1891, 

he doubted whether “the book will do any good – or harm,” but “judge[d] it right to try. There is 

one man’s life certainly involved [Mata’afa’s]; and it may be all our lives. I must not stand and 

slouch, but do my best as best as I can” (Letters 7: 201). Roughly four months after this letter to 

Burlingame, Stevenson wrote to the publisher Cassells and evoked an alternate meaning of the 

                                                 
28

 All citations from A Footnote to History are from Meleisea Malama’s 2006 edition.  
29

 Stevenson’s initial title for his work appears to have been “A Tempest in a Teapot” (Letters 7: 201, fn. 11).  
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word “business” when he asserted that writing A Footnote to History was his occupation, his 

responsibility, his “business to bring certain facts clearly together and lay them before the 

public” (Letters 7: 258; my italics).   

Despite Stevenson’s effort at shedding light on the Samoan situation, contemporary 

critics lambasted A Footnote to History, begrudging the author’s choice of content and style.
30

 

The reviewer for Black and White – the magazine which “was probably still smarting from the 

fiasco of the South Sea Letters” (Jolly, Pacific 111) – claimed that A Footnote to History was a 

literary travesty, which 

leaves an impression of regret upon the mind. It seems lamentable for Mr. 

Stevenson to be expending himself on Polynesian ethnology and the minor wars 

of a tiny power. There is better work for him in the world, as he should remember; 

and it is not wise to grow too grave and lose one’s sense of proportion. Excellent 

as it is, the Footnote is not our Stevenson. (qtd. in Jolly, Pacific 111)  

While the reviewer for Black and White mourned the loss of “our Stevenson,” Colvin struggled 

to understand his friend’s motivations.
31

 In the introduction to his own edition, he explained that 

“[Stevenson] turned… from a sense of duty rather than from any literary inspiration, to the 

Footnote to History, a laboriously prepared and conscientious account of recent events in 

Samoa.” By stressing Stevenson’s labour, borne from his strong sense of moral duty, Colvin 

                                                 
30

 The initial criticism about A Footnote to History’s style and content has many similarities with the critical 

reception of the South Sea letters. Significantly, however, the two texts depart from one another in terms of their 

narration. In the South Sea letters, Stevenson does not narrate events in the chronological order in which they were 

experienced. His tendency to jump around temporally and geographically results in a loosely-jointed narrative that is 

often difficult to follow. In contrast, A Footnote to History is tightly narrated and follows a clear temporal trajectory.  
31

 Jolly notes that the criticism Stevenson received in the press oftentimes echoed that found in his personal 

correspondence with Colvin, who, in 1894, questioned if “these things interest you at all: or do any of our white 

affairs? I could remark in passing that for three letters or more you have not uttered a single word about anything but 

your beloved blacks – or chocolates – confound them; beloved no doubt to you; to us detested, as shutting out your 

thoughts, or so it often seems, from the main currents of human affairs... please let us have a letter or two with 

something besides native politics, prisons, kava feasts, and such things as our Cockney stomachs can ill assimilate” 

(qtd. in Jolly, Pacific 103).  
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partially mitigates his embarrassment by begging his readers, “for the love of Stevenson… to 

take the small pains to grasp the main facts of Samoan politics.”  

This harsh criticism came as no surprise. In a letter to Burlingame, Stevenson assumed 

that his American publisher would be 

appalled to receive three (possibly four) chapters of a new book of the least 

attractive sort: a history of nowhere in a corner, for no time to mention, running to 

a volume! Well, it may very likely be an illusion; it is very likely no one would 

possibly wish to read it, but I wish to publish it. (Letters 7: 195-196) 

Predicting that no one would “wish to read it,” Stevenson proposed to Burlingame to publish the 

volume at his own expense (Letters 7: 196). In the same letter he asks Burlingame to send him 

“four or five – better say half a dozen sets of the roughest proofs that can be drawn.” Jolly 

surmises that he likely had a “small, local, uncommercial readership” in mind (Pacific 98). 

Smith and Jolly have effectively recuperated A Footnote to History, a “history of 

nowhere in a corner,” from critical obscurity by situating the text amid Stevenson’s historical 

writings. Both scholars stress the juxtaposition of Stevenson’s “narrative form” (Smith, Literary 

193) or his “historical methodology” (Jolly, Pacific 75), with his “Pacific content” (Smith, 

Literary 193) or his “subject” (Jolly, Pacific 75). Stevenson himself anticipated the negative 

criticism that would result from the contrast between literary form and subject matter. To Colvin, 

for instance, he asked rhetorically: “Will anyone ever read it? I fancy not; people don’t read 

history for reading but for education and display – and who desires education in the history of 

Samoa with no population, no past, no future, or the exploits of Mata’afa, Muliaida and Consul 

Knappe?” (Letters 7: 218). Stevenson’s repeated paralipsis – Samoa is “nowhere in a corner” and 

has “no population, no past, no future” – points to the apparent absence of historical and 
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geographic import, which in turn allows him to draw attention to the novelty and value of his 

work. Of course, identifying Samoa as a paradox – it is there but not there – positions Stevenson 

as the one who looked into the “corner” and discovered what was always (not) there. By 

stressing the fact that, from the European perspective, Samoa is both ahistorical and a blank 

space on the world map, Stevenson implies that A Footnote to History is bold and unique 

because it will, figuratively, place Samoa on the map and in a historical chronology.
32

 This is 

certainly Thomas’s view when he claims that A Footnote to History is “unprecedented among the 

writings of Europeans on the Pacific” (Islanders 283).  

Stevenson was convinced that in Samoa he had discovered what Smith calls “the 

blueprint of the historical” (Literary 193). Not only did he believe that he had identified history’s 

essential template, but he also considered himself a witness to history’s unfolding. He expressed 

this idea in a letter to Colvin from April 1891, when he claimed that “Here under the microscope, 

we can see history at work” (Letters 7: 100). Stevenson’s metaphor of the “microscope” evokes 

the “small scale of the action” (Jolly, Pacific 75). In fact, in a letter to Colvin from April 1891, 

Stevenson quotes Osbourne’s observation that Samoa’s small size telescopes the importance of 

events: “‘[the size] is the fun of this place, everybody you meet is so important’” (Letters 7: 

100). This effect of expanding Samoa’s “small scale” echoes the function of the book’s title 

which announces that an entire text has been built out of paratextual material. Samoa’s size and 

the relatively few key figures involved in the events were easily accessible to Stevenson, and 

gave him the sense that his writing magnified the events and the people involved. He comments 

explicitly on Samoa’s scale and proportion in a letter to Burlingame from November 1891: 

                                                 
32

 In her detailed analysis of the contemporary reviews of A Footnote to History, Jolly comments on the impact of 

Stevenson’s celebrity status on how his book was received: “[his fame] might have been a help in publicizing 

Samoa’s problems, but Stevenson’s fame also threatened to overshadow his little-known subject. ‘Samoa is to the 

ordinary mind a terra incognita, a mere geographical term,’ wrote one reviewer, and many people ‘only know it as 

the residence of the writer of the “footnot”’” (Pacific 101). 
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Here is for the first time a tale of Greeks – Homeric Greeks – mingled with 

moderns, and all true; Odysseus alongside the Rajah Brooke, proportion gardée; 

and all true. Here is for the first time since the Greeks (that I remember) the 

history of a handful of men, where all know each other in the eyes and live close 

in a few acres, narrated at length and with the seriousness of history. Talk of the 

modern novel; here is a modern history. (Letters 7: 196) 

Stevenson claims that A Footnote to History is a literary innovation, “a modern history” that 

depicts “for the first time” the dissolution between legendary antiquity and modernity in which 

epic heroes (“Odysseus”) co-exist with nineteenth-century adventurers (“Rajah Brooke”). 

Despite the innovative qualities of Stevenson’s Samoan history, his mode of comparison is 

reminiscent of the eighteenth- and early nineteenth century trend of comparing Polynesians to 

idealized ancient Greek society.
33

 He tempers his description by reminding Burlingame that 

these comparisons are, of course, relative (“[toute] proportions gardée”). Jolly elucidates 

Stevenson’s method of comparing modern Samoans to ancient Greeks by noting that “the 

structural clash between ancient barbarism and modern civilization” was at the centre of 

Stevenson’s understanding of Samoan history (Pacific 75).
34

  

Stevenson’s letter to Burlingame concludes with his observation that in contrast to his 

own methods “the legitimate historian might lie down and die, for he could never overtake his 

material” (Letters 7: 196). Since Stevenson narrates events as they occur, he can never get ahead 

of his subject. In contrast to the “legitimate” historian who analyses events retrospectively, 

                                                 
33

 This is certainly not the first time that Stevenson uses this trope; for instance, in In the South Seas he describes the 

Tahitian deity of Oro and remarks that Oro “may be compared with the Bacchus of the ancients” (30). 
34

 Jolly develops the comparative aspect of Stevenson’s historical work, explaining that “The structural clash 

between ancient barbarism and modern civilization, which was at the heart of Stevenson’s conception of both Scots 

and Samoan history, led him towards what we can now recognize as a proto-structuralist historical methodology” 

(Pacific 75).  
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Stevenson’s historical method demands immediate action, spontaneity, and flexibility. This 

depiction of his historical writing recalls Smith’s remark that Stevenson’s narration is itself “an 

event.” Therefore, Stevenson’s conception of his own writing as a historical event posits his 

work as more journalistic than historical.  

Considering Stevenson’s writing as an event has generic repercussions. Both Smith and 

Jolly comment on how A Footnote to History collapses the distinct generic categories of 

“history” and “journalism.” Smith’s remark that Stevenson was “writing as a journalist rather 

than literary author” (Literary 214) is echoed by Stevenson’s own explicit references to A 

Footnote to History as “a kind of journalism” (Letters 7: 201); “[a] piece of journalism” (Letters 

7: 219); “this Samoa journalism” (Letters 7: 231); “a long piece of journalism” (Letters 7: 224),  

and his self-characterization as “an ill journalist” (Letters 7: 229). Despite these overt references 

to journalism, Stevenson retains mixed feelings about the work of modern journalists, which he 

had previously ridiculed in The Wrecker. In this novella, the busy-body Pinkerton, despite his 

ignorance, takes on journalism as one of his many careers. Although Pinkerton is an object of 

mockery, his character was then used by Stevenson as a catch-all for his sense of “busyness,” 

and represented his own professional ambitions. In an 1892 letter to Colvin, Stevenson claimed 

of himself that “There was never any man [who] had so many irons in the fire, except Jim 

Pinkerton” (Letters 7: 220).
35

  

Stevenson accurately compared himself to the fictional Pinkerton: he had tossed all his 

“irons in the fire” while composing A Footnote to History. Not only was he frenetically 

recording events that were “still on-going” (1) but he was busily conducting interviews with the 

key players involved. In a letter written aboard the Janet Nicoll, Stevenson remarks that even 

during a storm he was intently cross-referencing official documents in order to piece together a 

                                                 
35

 This is a reference to chapter 7 of The Wrecker, “Irons in the Fire.”  
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coherent narrative: “For of all things [during the storm], what I was at was history: the Samoan 

business; and I had to turn from one to another of three piles of manuscript notes, and from one 

page to another in each, until I should have found employment for the hands of Briareus” 

(Letters 6: 389).  

Jolly suggests that the generic ambiguity of Stevenson’s “contemporary history” is 

related to his research method. In order to make sense of current political events, Stevenson had 

to reconstruct events that had occurred six years before his arrival in Samoa. As a well-known 

settler, Stevenson had privileged access to the testimony of eye-witnesses and could interview 

and cross-examine them. He visited the American Consul, for instance, with “some questions to 

ask him for my History,” and then “rode over to the German plantation" to interview the 

manager (Letters 7: 200). His personal letters repeatedly refer to the work of comparison, critical 

evaluation, and choosing between or synthesizing different accounts; for instance, in December 

1891 he spends “hours going to and fro among my notes” (Letters 7: 204) and, with 

characteristic brio, composes “ten pages… compulsed from as many as seven different and 

conflicting authorities” (Letters 7: 218). Samoa seems to have been for Stevenson a living and 

dynamic archive.
36

 His work involved recuperating Samoan culture and history from a 

“peripheral and ‘primitive past’” (Smith, Literary 193) and re-integrating it into modernity.
37

   

 My analysis of A Footnote to History focuses specifically on the particular section 

entitled “The Hawai’ian Embassy.” For this section, Stevenson re-wrote his unpublished 

                                                 
36

 The fact that many of Stevenson’s sources were still living had serious repercussions. A Footnote to History, 

according to Jolly, occasioned “several disgruntled local readers whose threats of retaliation caused Stevenson 

considerable anxiety in the latter part of 1892” (Pacific 99). For example, Arthur Claxton, a member of the London 

Missionary Society, “threatened Stevenson with an action for libel” because he had referred to him as “depraved” 

(99). 
37

 As Smith observes, this task was “inherently vexed” since it consisted of “creating history from ostensibly 

ahistorical material” (Literary 193). Indeed, the initial criticism that Stevenson received implied, not so subtly, that 

his depiction of Samoa did not align with European perceptions of Pacific cultures as stable, static, and synchronous. 
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manuscript entitled “A Samoan Scrapbook,” which he had composed three years earlier in 

Honolulu. Like the narrative of “A Samoan Scrapbook,” “The Hawai’ian Embassy” describes the 

convoluted events surrounding the secret meeting between the Hawai’ian delegates and the 

Samoan leader Tamasese. Kuykendall’s lengthy citation of Stevenson’s account of the Hawai’ian 

Embassy to Samoa from A Footnote to History supports the Western Samoan historian Malama 

Meleisea’s recognition of the historical value of Stevenson’s account. Despite possessing a 

“fairly superficial” understanding of Samoan political organization, Stevenson’s historical 

descriptions remain “extremely useful” in reconstructing this period of Samoan history (Meleisea 

viii).
38

   

In her discussion of Stevenson’s historiographic method, Jolly has thoroughly 

demonstrated that Stevenson’s professed aim was to apply as much critical rigour as possible to 

the facts of “a matter so contested and complicated” (Letters 7: 218). Thus, when he studied 

official German and British government documents and reviewed oral testimonies Stevenson 

recognized that “the only way is to judge slowly, and write boldly” (Letters 7: 201). Although 

the majority of “the witnesses whose testimony contributed to A Footnote to History were still 

alive” (Jolly, Pacific 78), certain portions of the text were directly based on some of his previous 

writings. For instance, he informed Colvin that the first three chapters were, for the most part, 

“drafted two years ago” (Letters 7: 198). Therefore, by treating his earlier writings as original 

sources for A Footnote to History, Stevenson was single-handedly creating Samoa’s historical 

archive. This process is exemplified by “A Samoan Scrapbook” which was re-“drafted” in order 

to compose the section of “The Hawai’ian Embassy.” “A Samoan Scrapbook” was probably 

                                                 
38

 In Pacific Worlds: A History of Seas, Peoples, and Cultures (2012), the historian Matt K. Matsuda also 

acknowledges Stevenson’s influence in Samoan politics and writes that Stevenson “used his talent and reputation to 

publish A Footnote to History, a brutal overview of and protest against island politics that resulted in two colonial 

administrators being recalled” (243).  
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written while Stevenson was in Hawai’i or travelling aboard the Equator. The text was explicitly 

informed by Joseph Strong’s and Henry Poor’s oral accounts of their experiences during the 

Hawai’ian Embassy to Samoa.  

Stevenson acknowledged his outsider status and the problem of basing his history on the 

oral testimonies of first-hand witnesses. At the beginning of A Footnote to History he stresses 

that his text is written “from the outside.” Since A Footnote to History represents “the digested 

report of eye-witnesses” it cannot be adequately supplemented by official documents; moreover, 

since he does not have access to “what consuls felt and thought, or what instructions they acted 

under” he “must still be silent or proceed by guess” (24). For Stevenson, remarks Jolly, the best 

case scenario was when “oral testimony and the printed record corroborated each other” (Pacific 

80). In the case of the events of the Hawai’ian Embassy to Samoa, Stevenson did not possess a 

“printed record” to “corroborate” Strong and Poor’s testimonials. He did, however, have access 

to Strong’s photographs that recorded the personalities and events. In the following section, I 

argue that these photographs effectively mitigated the potential unreliability of Strong’s and 

Poor’s oral accounts. 

When “A Samoan Scrapbook” was re-purposed for “The Hawai’ian Embassy” section, 

Stevenson retained some of its most vivid descriptions, but strikingly downplayed the role of 

Strong’s testimony and completely effaced the narrative function of the latter’s photographs. The 

alteration in Stevenson’s depiction of Strong is all the more striking because it is at odds with 

how Stevenson otherwise makes explicit allusions to his sources throughout A Footnote to 

History. 

Whereas in “A Samoan Scrapbook” Strong emerges as a key player in the Embassy, and as an 

accomplished and thoroughly professional photographer, in “The Hawai’ian Embassy” he is 
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simply referred to in passing as  “an American painter”  who is “attached to the embassy in the 

surprising quality of ‘Government Artist.’” Presumably, it is the juxtaposition between Strong as 

an “American painter” and as the “Government Artist” which Stevenson finds “surprising.”  

Historical action, in both “A Samoan Scrapbook” and A Footnote to History, is 

repeatedly figured as dramaturgy. In A Footnote to History the Embassy is a mock-heroic “farce” 

that is both “futile,” and “almost tragic in result” (28).
39

 In “A Samoan Scrapbook,” Stevenson 

remarks that “the scenes that followed ranged from melodrama – as when a pistol was not very 

wisely called in operation – to the highest level of comedy, as when Mr. Strong suddenly 

discharged his proficiency in German.” The same event is narrated in A Footnote to History with 

some slight changes: “[the scene] attained a high style of comedy; at another, when a pistol was 

most foolishly drawn, it bordered on drama; and it may be said to have ended in a mixed genus” 

(31). I suggest that these seemingly irreverent analogies to “farce,” “melodrama,” “comedy,” and 

“mixed genus” can be explicated by Jolly’s discussion of Stevenson as a “‘literary’ historian” 

(Pacific 105). Although, as Jolly notes, many contemporary reviewers of A Footnote to History 

critiqued Stevenson’s efforts at historical writing, others, identified the author’s trademark style. 

The Scotsman, for instance, observed that “The author’s familiarity with his surroundings makes 

him sometimes, perhaps, forget how strange and unfamiliar they are to the average reader; but 

the graphic and amusing local touches of native thought and customs, and of character, native 

and other, may throw on the subject a light not always conveyed by Blue-book narratives” (qtd. 

in Pacific 105). The two texts differ notably in their characterization of King Kalakaua and his 

Prime Minister Gibson. While “A Samoan Scrapbook” credits Kalakaua and Gibson for being 

committed political visionaries who are “deeply interested in the Polynesian race, conceiving it 

                                                 
39

 Kuykendall’s description of these “proceedings” picks up on Stevenson’s literary portrayal: “at times [they] had 

the appearance and perhaps the character of a cross between comedy and a cloak and dagger operation” (333). 
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capable of self-government, and regarding, as an evil perhaps almost unmissed, the continual 

scrapping up of South Sea islands by European powers” (6), A Footnote to History depicts the 

pair as not only impractical – Kalakaua is, after all, “the most theoretical of men” (28) – but also 

as quasi-delusional figures who are “filled with visionary schemes” (28). I assume that 

Stevenson’s change of view with regards to Kalakaua is due to an altered political climate: at the 

time of “A Samoan Scrapbook” Stevenson was still “firmly bound to the [Hawai’ian] royalist 

cause” (Grove Day xix), but by the time he started work on A Footnote to History, Kalakaua’s 

reign had come to an end with his death in California in 1891.  

A Footnote to History introduces the Hawai’ian Embassy with a lengthy and 

contemptuous description of Gibson, the American “adventurer” with a “romantic” past (27). 

After participating in a Javanese revolt, languishing in a Dutch prison, Gibson became Brigham 

Young’s “trusted agent” (27). Although he moved to Hawai’i “in the character” of a Mormon 

missionary, he then “collected a large sum of money for the Church of the Latter Day Saints” 

which he promptly stole in order to purchase the Hawai’ian Island of Lanai (27). Stevenson 

admits that this story is shrouded in obscurity, but claims, nonetheless, that “there is evidence to 

the effect” that Mormon assassins were dispatched from Utah to take care of the conniving 

Gibson (27). Clearly this plot did not come to fruition since Gibson succeeded in rising up the 

ranks of the Hawai’ian government by exploiting the Catholic missionary party; “he had thus run 

through the gamut of religions in the South Seas” (28). The relationship, according to Stevenson, 

between Gibson and King Kalakaua is unsavoury: the manipulative Gibson preys on the 

“convivial sovereign” by making sure to “keep him well supplied” with money. Thus, it comes 

as no surprise that Gibson falls readily “in step with him” when it comes to hatching “a scheme 

of island confederation” (28).  
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This “scheme of island confederation” is introduced in “A Samoan Scrapbook” by way of 

some of Stevenson’s general observations concerning missionary work and religious conversion 

in the Pacific, which is followed by two anecdotes related to Samoan myth. “A Samoan 

Scrapbook” begins by addressing the topical “question of the missionary” since “Nowhere in the 

world have missions succeeded so well, effected changes so considerable or been so loudly 

blamed.” According to Stevenson, the London Mission represents the exception to this rule. 

Drawing on his first-hand experience of missionary work in Tahiti, Stevenson reports that 

although he has “never had the pleasure of meeting any English missionary” in Tahiti he “had 

the opportunity of observing that which they had built.” Despite the fact that the London Mission 

no longer exerts its considerable influence in Tahiti its presence is still felt “in the form of an 

autonomous and active native church.”
40

 This commentary resonates strongly with Stevenson’s 

ambivalence towards missionary work.
41

 In In the South Seas, he argues that although 

missionaries would never literally bomb a native village “in order to convert a village” they 

have, nonetheless, forced “a change of habit” that “is bloodier than bombardment” (34). This 

“change of habit” initiates religious innovation and syncretism. During his visit to Tautira 

(Tahiti), Stevenson explains that the chief’s sister, despite being a very devout Christian also 

worships a shark (141). While syncretism is not, for Stevenson, necessarily a negative result of 

missionary work, “A Samoan Scrapbook” criticizes the paternalism and naiveté of missionaries, 

who believe that they can enact absolute and genuine conversion among Islanders. Instead, 

“native manners persist under Christian forms, and will be only slowly and only partially 

                                                 
40

 Lamb, Smith, and Thomas explain that “From the end of the eighteenth century, the London Missionary Society 

was active, unsuccessfully in Tonga and the Marquesas, and to greater effect in Tahiti, which subsequently became a 

base for evangelism westward into the Cook Islands (from the 1820s), Samoa (from 1830), and elsewhere” (24). 
41

 Photographs from Stevenson’s collection, such as “Protestant Church” (LSH15091p24); “Pere Bruno Schouten” 

(LSH15091p25) and “Frere Michel beside the church, his handiwork” (LSH15091p5) further attest to this interest in 

missionary activity. Brother Michel’s missionary practice in the Marquesas is described extensively in Part I, chapter 

7 of In the South Seas (47-49).  
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modified. Conversion can only be complete with fools or with the perfectly immoral” (3). 

Stevenson’s exposé about current missionary practice transitions into a digression concerning 

Samoa’s persisting “old and incongruous superstitions.”  

Stevenson transcribes Strong and Poor’s oral accounts of two “old and incongruous” 

Samoan legends, which are themselves based on information provided by their Samoan 

informants. Stevenson recounts that while Strong was in Samoa his attention was drawn to a 

particular waterfall “surmounted by a rainbow.” According to Strong’s Samoan servant, this 

rainbow is a sign that a devil, dwelling in a nearby stone house, is drinking from the waterfall. 

Strong sets out to locate the legendary devil’s abode, but is abandoned by his Samoan guide, who 

explains that the search is unsafe for a Samoan. Despite the treacherous terrain, the intrepid 

Strong continues his trek, only to abandon the search after several hours of struggling against the 

tropical vegetation.  

Strong’s failure at finding the devil’s house is supplemented by the account of Poor’s 

success in identifying another legendary place called “the Fale o le Fee or House of the 

Cuttlefish.” Although Poor, like Strong, is also “deserted by another trembling native guide” he 

nonetheless succeeds in locating the remains of the ancient house of worship. The architectural 

“singularity” of the Fale o le Fee strikes Poor as he approaches the house and is confronted by “a 

great open archway.” Questioning the purpose of this arch, Stevenson speculates: “Did the 

cuttlefish bring it with him (when he landed) from the depths of the sea?” The mysterious 

provenance of the arch remains shrouded in “silence,” but “clear native testimony was received” 

regarding the utility of the place: 

the cuttlefish (it appears) was a deity whom it was good to behold, but perhaps not 

very canny to approach; and it was through the arch that worshippers of old, 
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drawing near with their offerings, enjoyed one glimpse of the gigantic squid, 

clinging, with hateful arms, about the centre pillar of his dwelling.   

The description of the Fale o le Fee is interrupted when Stevenson compares the giant squid to 

“a Japanese drawing” (5). This allusion to japonisme recalls his interest in the influential 

Japanese aesthetic (Letters 2: 69).
42

 The section on Samoan legends closes abruptly, with a 

similar ambivalence that characterized Stevenson’s conclusion on missionaries and Christians: 

“there is no accounting, at least, for taste in deities.” 

Thus, half-way through his manuscript, Stevenson comes full circle. Describing the 

cuttlefish’s house reminds him of gaudy Catholic chapels, which then prompts the observation 

that “out of all Polynesia, it is only in the Kingdom of Hawai’i that catholic missions can be said 

to prosper wholly.” This direct reference to Hawai’i supposedly reminds the author that “this is 

the photograph book of the Hawai’ian embassy,” the story of which is “both interesting and 

droll, if it could be told.” Before beginning his narrative proper of the Embassy, Stevenson 

introduces the dramatis personae: King Kalakaua and his Prime Minster Gibson, men who are 

“deeply interested in the Polynesian race, conceiving it capable of self-government” and their 

German opponents, who are guilty of rapaciously “snapping up” islands. Next, he sketches out 

Kalakaua’s decision to send a mission to Samoa for the purpose of forming a confederation and 

the temporary victory that is scored over the “meddling” Germans when Mr Bush, the head of 

                                                 
42

 In a letter to Bob Stevenson, his cousin and artist, Stevenson expresses enthusiasm for Japanese prints and praises 

their formal qualities (“not for the story’s sake but so as to produce always a magnificent decorative design”) and 

their non-realistic representation (“the pattern, the splendid hurly-burly of bright colours and strange forms”) 

(Letters 2: 64-65). Moreover, with his considerable earnings from Treasure Island (1883) Stevenson purchased “a 

complete Hokusai” (Letters 4: 122) and promised his friend Henley that he would write an article on the Japanese 

artist (Letters 4: 130, 132). In Robert Louis Stevenson: the Critical Heritage, Paul Maixner notes that the influence 

of Japanese prints is suggested by Colvin’s comment (in his review of Inland Voyage) that Stevenson’s descriptions 

“are not in the nature of an inventory of facts: it is landscape-writing like landscape-painting of the Japanese, setting 

down this or that point that happens to have made itself vividly felt, and leaving the rest” (150). 
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the Embassy, succeeds in establishing “a deed of confederation” with the Samoan King Laupepa. 

The lavish celebration that ensues from the signing of the deed is then described in detail. 

Laupepa’s arrival at the celebration is marked by ceremonial pomp: “[he is] attended by 

his ministry, two of his armed guards, six native policemen, each with a raw [cow] hide, and 

several hundred of his leading chiefs.” Stevenson stresses the authenticity of the scene by 

alluding to his informants: “their coming, as it is described to me, resembled some well-ordered 

pageant on the stage” (my italics). Laupepa’s arrival is followed by two members of the Embassy 

bringing forward “the royal kava of Hawai’i” in a “bathtub” containing brandy and sugar. Since 

Samoans “are themselves a race of ceremonious drinkers,” they “watched in rapt silence till the 

sugar was all burned into the punch, and hailed the completion of the brew with clapping hands 

and hurrahs.” Unfortunately, the traditional celebration degenerates, becoming even “less 

regular” when the chiefs start to dance, “a thing incredibly beneath their station.” Stevenson 

assumes that this display of wild inebriation is due to the uncommonly strong Hawai’ian kava; in 

any case, many of the celebrants are found the next day asleep and sprawled on the ground.
43

  

Next, Stevenson turns his attention to “Tamasese the rebel,” a young Samoan chief, who 

is tired of his “dwindling rebellion” and has begun secret negotiations with the Hawai’ian 

Embassy. Tension escalates when the Germans hear of this covert meeting with the Hawai’ians. 

Stevenson ventriloquizes the Germans’ reaction: “that [the Hawai’ians] should come in 

communication with Tamasese, the grudging centerpiece of the whole German policy, was not to 

be endured.” Mr. Brandeis, the German consul, marches his troops into Tamasese’s village and 

                                                 
43

 In A Footnote to History this anecdote is repeated almost verbatim: “Letters were exchanged between [Laupepa] 

and Kalakaua; a deed of confederation was signed, 17
th

 February, 1887, and the signature celebrated in the new 

house of the Hawaiian embassy with some original ceremonies. Maelietoa [Laupepa] came, attended by his ministry, 

several hundred chiefs, two guards, and six policemen. Laupepa, always decent, withdrew at an early hour; by those 

that remained, all decency appears to have been forgotten; high chiefs were seen to dance; and day found the house 

carpeted with slumbering grandees, who must be roused, doctored with coffee and sent home. As a first chapter in 

the history of Polynesian Confederation, it was hardly cheering, and Laupepa remarked to one of the embassy, with 

equal dignity and sense: ‘If you have come here to teach my people to drink, I wish you had stayed away’” (29). 
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erects fortifications. Behind Brandeis’ back, however, Tamasese and Poor arrange to meet on a 

particular day. At this point in the narrative, Stevenson interjects with a warning: “It is difficult 

to do justice” to the complicated series of events surrounding the meeting “under several 

chapters.” Thus, he reminds the reader of “the dramatis personae” and their location: 

Mr Poor [hiding in a nearby house], impatiently awaiting the conspirators; 

Tamasese and his cabinet, blocked in the village, and no less impatiently striving 

to escape to their appointment; Mssr Brandeis and [Vice-Consul] 

Sommenschein… straining every nerve to keep the parties separate; and Mr 

Strong himself in a most anomalous position in the midst.  

Although two members of Tamasese’s ministry escape the German blockade so that they might 

reach Poor, they are promptly tracked down by the Germans, who arrest them along with Poor’s 

Hawai’ian interpreter. At this point all pretenses to secrecy are abandoned by the Hawai’ian 

Embassy: Poor marches to the village, demanding the immediate release of his interpreter. 

Brandeis’ arrival, as we have seen, foregrounds the conflict’s theatricality: “the scenes that 

followed ranged from melodrama – as when a pistol was not very wisely called in operation – to 

the highest level of comedy, as when Mr. Strong suddenly discharged his proficiency in 

German” (12). During the altercation, Poor is seized and imprisoned; in retaliation, a troop of 

armed Samoans returned “under cloud of night, [and] demolished the corrugated iron gaol, and 

extricated the Hawai’ian secretary.” The following day, when Poor approaches the German 

consulate to seek an explanation for the dramatic events of the previous night, he is “informed 

that Germany had nothing to do with it.” Stevenson cites – presumably with Poor’s assistance – 

the statement of the German consul: “you have been repeatedly warned not to trust yourself 
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among these savages.”
44

 The narrator reflects pithily on this warning: “As a matter of fact, Mr 

Poor, who shares some of that astonishingly ‘savage’ Polynesian blood, was a great deal safer 

among Samoans than you and I in the good city of London.” The failure of the Hawai’ian 

Embassy signals “the end of the photograph book – and of my article” and Stevenson leaves his 

reader with the following bit of didacticism: “[o]ur own hands are not as long washed, that we 

can afford any extravagant festival of self-complacency. The Germans, in this corner, are our 

juniors; they will soon learn better: only we should help them to learn.”
45

   

Despite their apparent tangential nature, Stevenson’s retelling of the two Samoan 

legends, and his transcription of Strong’s account of the Hawai’ian Embassy actually possess an 

analogous comparative structure or content. Since both accounts are emphatically the result of 

oral transmission, Stevenson’s authority is effectively destabilized. The juxtaposition of recent 

Samoan history with legendary accounts highlights the fictional aspects of the Hawai’ian 

Embassy which emerges as yet another Pacific Island tale, one that is “so strange and mixed, and 

[with] people so oddly characterized” (Letters 7:196). Indeed, it is important to recall that the 

Samoan legends are integral to the account of the Hawai’ian Embassy, since the legends and the 

search for their real existence are carried out by Strong and Poor, both in Samoa as part of the 

Embassy’s mission. The transition from the mythic accounts of the Embassy occurs, ostensibly, 

because of Stevenson’s own musings on the analogous gaudiness of the cuttlefish’s house and 

Catholic churches, which prosper only in Hawai’i. Stevenson draws a connection between the 

ancient and authoritative, though ridiculous, cuttlefish and its equally gaudy and half-existent 

house, and the modern Hawai’ian state, authoritative and important among the Pacific Islanders, 

                                                 
44

 In A Footnote to History, the statement attributed to Becker is the following: “‘You have been repeatedly warned, 

Mr Poor, not to expose yourself among these savages’” (31). 
45

 A Footnote to History closes in the following manner: “Not long after, the presence of the Kaimiloa [the 

Hawai’ian war ship] was made a casus belli by the Germans; and the rough-and-tumble embassy withdrew, on 

borrowed money, to find their own government in hot water to the neck” (31).  
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though ridiculous and gaudy in the sphere of Euro-American politics. This connection 

underscores that the story of the Hawai’ian Embassy is of the same type as the legendary stories 

narrated by Strong and Poor especially considering that Strong and Poor were also Stevenson’s 

sources for the events of the Embassy. Thus, the narrative content of the “A Samoan Scrapbook” 

appears as a pair of analogous “Island tales,” narrated by Europeans to Stevenson, and fit for his 

anthropological and ethnographic interest in the narrative and cultural life of the Pacific.  

The accounts of the two Samoan myths and the Hawai’ian Embassy do not comprise the 

entirety of “A Samoan Scrapbook”; they are set against the backdrop of Stevenson’s descriptions 

of Strong’s Samoan photographs. Although the physical photographs are not included in the 

manuscript – to my knowledge these are not extant –Stevenson must have had them before him 

as he composed the manuscript, since he refers to them directly and emphatically with the letters 

“(A)” to “(M).”
46

 Thus, not only is “A Samoan Scrapbook” aborted, but it also strikingly 

fragmented: Strong’s photographs, which were intended to be published alongside Stevenson’s 

text, are only present in the narration as absent referents. For the contemporary reader, therefore, 

Stevenson’s descriptions effectively narrate, or re-create Strong’s (im)material photographs. 

4.3 “A Samoan Scrapbook” as “the photograph book” 

 Stevenson begins “A Samoan Scrapbook” by asking his reader to “glance through the 

photograph book of the ill-starred Hawaii mission to Samoa” and to “hear, as he goes” some 

“running, after-dinner commentary.” While this convivial opening suggests that “A Samoan 

Scrapbook” will be a leisurely, “after-dinner” activity involving passing glances and passive 

hearing, this seeming equilibrium between illustration and narration goes off-kilter when 

Stevenson’s narration, as we shall see, calls into question the transparency and objectivity of 

Strong’s photographs.  

                                                 
46

 Stevenson skips the letter “(I),” presumably to avoid confusion with the numeral “1.”  
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The fact that Stevenson foregrounds the potential ambiguity surrounding the 

photographic act is at odds with Colley’s claim that Stevenson considered the photographic 

medium as an authoritative tool with which to “legitimize or illuminate” his writing (Colonial 

117). Stevenson believed, Colley writes, “that the camera was the most accurate means by which 

to portray a visible object” (117). Colley’s impulse towards the realist hypothesis is 

understandable; however, in “A Samoan Scrapbook” Strong’s photographs are not treated as 

mere supplementary, realist pendants. The photographs are more than components in an intrepid 

scheme to document the events of the Hawai’ian Embassy: Stevenson’s text appropriates the 

photographs – regardless of the fact that they are missing – and reads them as products of the 

photographer’s experience of Samoan encounter. The author, therefore, refuses to merely 

transcribe the surface details of the photographs, treating them instead as objects that provide 

insight into the experience and psychology of multiple subjects. 

Stevenson’s glossing of individual photographs exposes the instability of photo-textual 

collaboration. On several occasions his narration extends beyond the content of Strong’s 

photographs. He constructs, for example, a bucolic scene of Samoan church attendance based on 

five of Strong’s photographs: 

In these five pictures [(A), (B), (C), (D), and (E)]... the long line of subscribers to 

the church come laden with their gifts of every sort and of every degree of 

liberality and measures, down as low as a piece of rare wood or even a single 

banana… there are yet other offerings, such as a stone on the branch of a tree, 

which can be only regarded as symbolical.  

The distinction between the photograph’s content, Stevenson’s interpretation of the photograph, 

and any additional information Strong may have provided Stevenson is not readily available to 
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the reader; it seems likely, however, that the extreme detail of the passage, as well as the 

interpretation of what constitutes “symbolical” offerings, is Stevenson’s literary invention, or 

rather derives  from Strong’s oral account. The photographic representation of Samoan divinity 

students is accompanied by Stevenson’s comment that they are “not students only; they are 

toilers; they till the ground, each in his own support… it is hoped that each may carry along with 

him, not alone spiritual guidance, but the example and the methods of productive industry.” 

These two passages simultaneously treat the photographs as visible evidence of Samoan religious 

mores and as pictures that capture and convey a sense of the complex interiors of experiential 

subjects.  

Continuing his “commentary” of Strong’s photographs, Stevenson remarks that “After so 

much that we have heard of the missionary, it is good to see these people unashamed in their 

own costume.” He refers to photograph (D), in which “the pastor’s daughter” has “modestly 

concealed her breasts.” Stevenson provides a narrative surrounding this gesture of modesty. The 

girl shields herself as a direct response to Strong’s presence, and more specifically “in honour of 

that one-eyed and unfamiliar spectator, the camera.” Here, Strong’s vision collapses into the 

camera’s which is figured as a monoptic voyeur. The girl’s modesty is not due to religious 

observance since “as soon as the photograph was taken, the young lady of the vicarage would 

drop her veil, and reappear in her natural costume of a single petticoat.” Stevenson’s narrative 

represents the camera and the photographer as an intruder upon an otherwise bucolic scene of 

Islander worship. The ambiguous role of the photographer is evoked in yet another photo-

narrative: 

This is the photograph book of the Hawai’ian embassy, and politics come 

naturally in… Here is [the gunboat Kaimiloa] (G) at her moorings in Apia bay. 
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And would you suspect the photographer of some political design? For the day is 

the 20
th

 June, 1887; and behold the Kaimiloa trimmed for the Queen’s Jubilee and 

veiling herself with the smoke of a salute; while the German war-ship, Adler, in 

the background lies silent and undraped. ‘The camera cannot lie, Joseph’; but was 

one ever more insidiously employed?
47

 

Strikingly, Stevenson addresses Strong directly in a rhetorical move which reveals that the 

photographer has done far more than simply document the Hawai’ian and German warships; 

instead, the photograph contributes directly to Hawai’ian propaganda by literally foregrounding 

the monumental Kaimiloa and including the German Adler in the background. The adjective 

“insidious” refers to the treacherous and deceptive behaviour of the camera and extends to 

Strong who seems to participate in a clandestine project. Stevenson positions himself as an astute 

reader of images, one who recognizes the now well-rehearsed paradox of the photographic 

image: while Strong’s photograph of the warships is evidence, its meaning is more than an 

objective record. Nevertheless, Stevenson’s rhetoric is disingenuous, since the writer too has 

been employed to record the Hawai’ian Embassy; the “insidiously employed” camera of Strong 

serves to gloss over the fact that Stevenson’s pen is also working for a political end.  

Stevenson’s careful reading of the politics of the photograph carries through to the 

following passage, which describes the Germans and Samoans:   

(L) in front of the rebel palace, Tamasese seated on a mat between his wife and 

Amatuanae, another of the ministry standing respectfully at his back. Mr 

                                                 
47

 Stevenson previous used the phrase “the camera cannot lie, Joseph” in In the South Seas (194). On this occasion, 

Stevenson describes the Gilbertines’ reaction to the gospel images presented on the magic lantern show. Stevenson is 

told that many of the Islanders believed that what they had seen was true, he comes to their defense by stating: “The 

argument is not so childish as it seems; for I doubt if these islanders are acquainted with any other mode of 

representation but photography; so that the picture of an event (on the old melodrama principle that ‘the camera 

cannot lie, Joseph,) would appear strong proof of its occurrence” (194). 
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Sommenschein, quite a dashing and buccaneer-like figure in his dark sash, and Mr 

Brandeis (of whom even the camera seems to have been afraid) composing his 

spirits with tobacco. 

A contrast is established by Stevenson’s narrative of the photographic event between the 

Samoans and the Germans: Tamasese is depicted as a domestic leader, flanked by his wife and 

minister who stands “respectfully” behind him. The Germans are represented as interlopers into 

Samoan civic culture: Mr. Sommenschein and his colleague Mr. Brandeis are frightening 

colonial “bucaneer-like” pirates, whose presence barely conceals a threat of violence directed 

toward the personified camera.  

The issue of photo-textual collaboration emerges during Stevenson’s discussion of 

Christian missions in Polynesia. Stevenson directs the reader’s attention to:  

(A) a protestant church with some part of the attentive congregation; (B) a group 

of Sunday school children fresh from school, (C) a view of a part of the seminary 

for native pastors showing a few of the students – divinity students – in their 

summary tropical attire, and some of the houses where they live during their term 

of study. (my italics) 

This passage is followed by, “(D) a full-fledged native pastor, a very worthy fellow, I am told, 

standing before the door of – what shall we say? – the vicarage, with his daughter by his side” 

(my italics).The distinction between the writer and the photographer becomes blurred when 

Stevenson claims that he is simply recounting events: the phrase “I am told” implies that the 

content of these descriptions has been provided by Strong; thus, the reader is forced to 

acknowledge the photographer’s co-presence. Furthermore, the parenthetical “what shall we 

say?” ambiguously evokes both the conventional use of the plural pronoun, as well as Stevenson 
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and Strong’s joint inability to properly identify the building in a collaborative process of failed 

interpretation. Moreover, the use of the pronoun “we” implies the conflation of Stevenson’s and 

Strong’s points-of-view. A similar effect is achieved in the description of the photograph (E): 

“(E) [is] a  partial view of the annual convocation of the church, where progress is reported, zeal 

refreshed, and the contributions of the various districts brought together” (my italics). In the 

description of Islanders’ “zeal” the reader cannot discriminate between what might actually be 

Strong’s eye-witness account or whether Stevenson reads this “zeal” into the photograph. These 

authorial ambiguities destabilize a single authorial perspective. This conflation of perspective is 

reinforced when Stevenson remarks that photograph (A) is only “some part of,” and that (C) is 

merely “a view of a part of,” and (E) “reports” only a “partial view”: Strong’s camera, therefore, 

is a powerful recording tool, but it inevitably omits some information. Stevenson conflates 

Strong with his photographs, since both man and image “tell” and “report” back to him so that he 

can extrapolate and provide a narrative. Thus, while the photographs – like Strong – provide an 

overall impression of the Samoan congregation, their scope remains limited and it is the author’s 

task to fill in the missing pieces. Stevenson asserts his authorial importance by implying that the 

photographs require his interpretation and intervention, in order to be saved from a lack of total 

meaning. 

Although Strong’s “partial view” only captures one part of a larger scene, Stevenson 

insists that the “fine pictures,” nonetheless, provide a “fair and very favourable” account of the 

Samoan church because they are “simply random photographs taken with a design entirely 

artistic, for the effect and not the subject.” This is misleading since Strong’s exact intentions as 

he was taking these photographs cannot be known and Stevenson obfuscates their political 

context. While the subject matter of the photographs was perhaps not extensively planned, the 



 

 

163 

 

use of “random” and “artistic” conveys a sense of haphazard and aimless wandering.  

Furthermore, “fair” and “favourable” are ambiguous: perhaps “fair” conveys Stevenson’s 

aesthetic appreciation for the “fine pictures,” but the adjective may also refer to the fact that the 

photographs provide forensic proof of the current state of the Samoan church. Likewise, 

“favourable” refers doubly to the photographs’ pleasing and agreeable features as well as 

indicating an approving opinion or interpretation. This commentary represents Stevenson’s sense 

that Strong’s photographs contain both an aesthetic appeal and a documentary purpose. Although 

Stevenson often suppresses the images’ instrumental function – as documents of Hawai’ian 

intervention or political influence – and stresses their “pleasure and effect,” he does rely on the 

photographs’ indexical authority when convenient; for instance, in order to support his claim that 

the Samoan church is thriving, he points to one of Strong’s photographs and asserts that “the 

busy scene at the convocation testifies to a genuine popular interest.” The use of “testifies” 

evokes the familiar Victorian belief that as an instrument of positive evidence “the camera 

cannot lie,” and must be an unimpeachable witness. 

“A Samoan Scrapbook” is a generic curiosity: an unusual combination of Stevenson’s 

pithy personal and second-hand observations about contemporary Pacific customs, a small and 

hodge-podge repository of Samoan legends, and an account of some recent colonial politics. The 

text’s thematic incoherence, I suggest, is partially mitigated by taking into account the fact that 

the manuscript was the basis for a photographically-illustrated pamphlet. “A Samoan Scrapbook” 

is not a formal treatise but is rather an informal miscellany structured around Strong’s (absent) 

photographs. Regardless of the fact that “A Samoan Scrapbook” occupies a minor and obscure 

place amidst Stevenson’s unpublished Pacific writing, it provides us with some crucial insights 

into how he approaches the medium. “A Samoan Scrapbook” is less about the photographic 
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objects themselves, but is concerned with the figure of the photographer and the latent 

possibilities offered by the activity of photography during cross-cultural interactions. The 

possibilities of engagement that are offered by photographic acts begin to manifest in their end 

products: Strong’s photographs, which I discussed at the beginning of this Chapter. The 

Samoans’ furtive looks, sideways bodies, and interrupted movements attest to an ongoing 

process of engagement between the subjects and the photographer. 
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Chapter 5 Collaboration & Bricolage in The Cruise of the ‘Janet Nichol’ 

Every country... to be fairly understood, requires reporters from both sexes. Not that it 

is precisely recommended that all travellers should hunt the world in couples and give 

forth their impressions in the double columns of holy wedlock; but that kind of 

partnership should be tacitly formed between books of travel which, properly 

understood, we should have imagined to have been the chief aim of matrimony – 

namely, to supply each other’s deficiencies, and correct each other’s errors, purely for 

the good of the public. 

 

- Elizabeth Rigby
1
 (qtd. in Jill Matus, “Collaboration and Collusion”) 

[Fanny] built a studio where she painted, had a dark room where she took 

photographs—and photography in those days of "wet plates" was a mysterious and 

unheard-of accomplishment for an amateur. 

 

- Nellie Van de Grift Sanchez (The Life of Mrs Robert Louis Stevenson) 

 

The themes of the above epigraphs frame this chapter. Elizabeth Rigby’s reminder that travel and 

matrimony often go hand in hand echoes Fanny Stevenson’s extensive travel with her husband. I 

approach The Cruise of the ‘Janet Nichol’ in this vein: as an act of literary collaboration, a 

“partnership” that literalizes Rigby’s “chief aim of matrimony.”
 
Nellie Sanchez’s emphasis on 

her sister’s photographic know-how anticipates Fanny’s photographic collaboration with both 

her husband and her son during their third, four-month cruise in the western and central Pacific.
2
 

Fanny, Stevenson, and Osbourne left Sydney on 11 April 1890 aboard the Janet Nicoll,
3
 a 

                                                 
1
 Lady Elizabeth Eastlake (1809-1893) was an art critic and historian who made regular contributions to the London 

Quarterly Review. Her famous article entitled “Photography” (1857) occupies an important place in the history of 

early writing on photography and appears in Alan Trachtenberg’s Classic Essays on Photography (1980). 
2  

In a letter to Burlingame from July 1890 Stevenson writes that they have “visited about thirty-five islands, many of 

which were novel to us and some extremely entertaining – some also were old acquaintances, and pleasant to 

revisit” (Letters 6: 392). Roslyn Jolly specifies that the “novel” islands visited by the Stevensons included Niue (or 

Savage Island), Pukapuka (or Danger Island), Manihiki, Suwarrow, Penrhyn (or Tongarewa), the Ellice Islands (or 

Tuvalu), Majuro, Jaluit, and Namorik. The cruise of the Janet Nicoll came to an end at Noumea in New Caledonia.  
3
 Jolly notes Fanny’s repeated misspelling of Janet Nicoll as Janet Nichol (“Introduction: ‘Janet Nichol’” 28). 

Hence, following Jolly’s example, I refer to the ship as the Janet Nicoll. 
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steamer owned by the Auckland trading company of Henderson and Macfarlane.
4
 Although the 

Janet Nicoll was primarily a vessel that traded in copra and shell, it was also transporting home 

Islanders who had been caught up in the region’s nefarious labour trade. 

Fanny recorded her family’s daily activities and encounters, aboard the Janet Nicoll and 

ashore, in an 1890 Letts’s Australasian Diary and Almanac (Jolly, “Introduction: ‘Janet Nichol’” 

45). Twenty years later, she revised her Janet Nicoll diary for publication and finished reading 

the “proofs only a few days before she died, on 18 February 1914” (43).
5
 The revised diary was 

posthumously published by New York’s Charles Scribner’s and Sons under the title The Cruise 

of the ‘Janet Nichol’ among the South Sea Islands: a diary by Mrs Robert Louis Stevenson.
6
 For 

much of the twentieth century The Cruise of the ‘Janet Nichol’ remained largely ignored and was 

treated as yet another biographical “resource for Stevenson scholars” (“Introduction: ‘Janet 

Nichol’” 43). Roslyn Jolly’s 2004 critical edition reversed this scholarly reception by including a 

thorough introduction, explanatory notes, and a list of recommended reading, which effectively 

restored Fanny’s diary to the nineteenth-century canon of Pacific travel writing.
7
 Jolly’s edition 

highlights the fact that The Cruise of the ‘Janet Nichol’ plays more than a merely supporting role 

in Stevenson’s Pacific writing; Fanny’s narrative, similarly to Stevenson’s In the South Seas, 

                                                 
4
 In his biography of Stevenson, J. C. Furnas explains that Henderson initially refused the travelling family passage 

aboard: “the firm refused – understandably – to book a dying man and an eccentric woman who kept repeating 

stubbornly that it was a matter of life and death and neither of them would be any trouble” (qtd. in Jolly, 

“Introduction: ‘Janet Nichol’” 30). Stevenson’s collection of short stories, Island Nights’ Entertainment (1893) was 

dedicated to Harry Henderson, Ben Hird, and Jack Buckland. Hird was Stevenson’s source of inspiration for the 

character of “Tommy Haddon” in The Wrecker (co-authored with Osbourne). The “Kanaka” crew, whose “industry, 

piety, grace and good nature” (Jolly, “Introduction: ‘Janet Nichol’” 31) Fanny repeatedly praises in her diary, also 

inspired the Islander crew from The Ebb-Tide “where one of them, Sally Day, even appears by name” (31). Although 

Stevenson’s In the South Seas does not provide an account of the Janet Nicoll cruise, several of the islands visited 

during this cruise are used as points of comparison for his “discussions of Pacific customs, manners, language, belief 

and environment” (31). 
5
 Isobel and Ned Field, Fanny’s companion, transported her ashes back to Samoa where they were placed in 

Stevenson’s grave (Jolly, “Introduction: ‘Janet Nichol’” 43).  
6
 In 1915, The Cruise of the ‘Janet Nichol’ was reprinted in London by Chatto & Windus. The identical 1914/1915 

editions are based on the manuscript diary belonging to the Robert Louis Stevenson Silverado Museum (California).  
7
 The importance of Fanny’s diary is reflected in its inclusion in the 2001 anthology Exploration and Exchange. An 

extract from her published diary appears after one from Stevenson’s In the South Seas.  
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“offer[s] a unique glimpse of life in some of the last independent Pacific kingdoms and societies 

just passing under colonial rule” (“Introduction: ‘Janet Nichol’” 43).
8
 Heather Waldroup echoes 

Jolly in her article “Picturing Pleasure: Fanny Stevenson and Beatrice Grimshaw in the Pacific 

Islands,” by stressing that Fanny’s text “shed[s] extensive light on the political and social theater 

of the Pacific Islands at a key moment in both Island and Western colonial history” (2). In 

addition, both critics underscore the gendered aspect of the text: Fanny’s travel diary is 

prominent in a “primarily male-authored archive” (Waldroup 2) in which there “are very few 

Pacific travel texts written by women” (Jolly, “Introduction: ‘Janet Nichol’” 36).
9
 In fact, not 

only does The Cruise of the ‘Janet Nichol’ offer a woman’s perspective of travel and life in the 

Pacific, but the book also represents the lived experience of other women, whether they were 

white missionaries, queens, or girls; for instance, “There is Mrs Lawes, the missionary’s wife at 

Niue, [and] [t]here is Topsy, the Micronesian wife of an English trader at Majuro” (Jolly, 

“Introduction: ‘Janet Nichol’” 37). Jolly’s article “Women’s Trading in Fanny Stevenson’s The 

Cruise of the ‘Janet Nichol,’” provides an in-depth analysis of the theme of cross-cultural 

encounter between women. Jolly’s examination of Fanny’s “politics of trade and its 

representation” (143) includes close readings of four instances of trade between Fanny and other 

women.  As the cruise progressed, Fanny grew more “sensitive” to “the damaging effects [of the 

labor trade] on the relations between whites and islanders, and worked harder both to understand 

the behavior of the local people, and to make herself less threatening to them” (156). As Jolly 

highlights, Fanny attempts to be “less threatening” to Islanders through repeated use of the trope 

                                                 
8
 Fanny adopts Stevenson’s characteristic method of cross-referencing different Pacific customs; for instance, when 

the travellers reach Nanouti, Stevenson is presented with a plate of raw fish to help cure his cold. Fanny observes 

that “there is nothing better than fresh raw mullet. I first learned this in Tautira, a lovely native village on the ‘wild 

side’ of Tahiti.” In Tahiti, the raw fish is “cut into neat little strips about half an inch wide and a couple of inches 

long and laid side by side on a plate” (184-185). 
9
 Waldroup rightly stresses, however, that Fanny’s text is “not distinctive solely” because it was authored by a 

woman, and cautions against the “essential category of ‘women travelers’” (2). 
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of being “taken possession of” by other women. Jolly situates Fanny’s insistence that she is being 

“taken possession of” within “the context of other modes of trading and possessing human 

beings in the nineteenth-century Pacific.… In traditional Pacific cultures various kinds of 

adoption were practiced, the terms of which Europeans may not always have grasped…. These 

various ways of ‘taking possession’ of another were all relatively benign, but existed alongside 

the far more sinister form of human trading” (154). 

In addition to her representation of the relations between Indigenous and Western women 

living in the Pacific, the 1914 publication of Fanny’s diary showcased twenty-four of the 

Stevensons’ personal photographs. The diary’s photographic illustrations are, in Waldroup’s 

word, a “singularity,” since they are set “apart from more typical [Western] representations [of 

the Pacific].”
10

 Jolly correctly notes that items from the family’s Pacific collection had been 

rarely seen prior to their publication in The Cruise of the ‘Janet Nichol.’
11

 For this reason she 

suggests, and I agree, that we might consider Fanny’s photo-diary as a surrogate for Stevenson’s 

incomplete photo-book, In the South Seas (“Introduction: ‘Janet Nichol’” 47). Fanny’s text can 

be read, on the one hand, as a “unique” history of the Pacific, while the photographs, on the 

other, can be considered as “surrogates” destined to be used in In the South Seas. I reconcile this 

                                                 
10

 Waldroup begins her discussion of these photographs by re-iterating one of the most obvious obstacles in dealing 

with the Stevensons’ corpus: that “it is difficult to determine who actually pressed the shutter for the photographs 

published” (3). Her solution to this difficulty is to fall back on Jolly’s claim from her “Introduction” to The Cruise of 

the ‘Janet Nichol’ that Osbourne was likely the camera operator. Waldroup goes on to assume that Fanny was the 

sole individual responsible for the selection of the published photographs: “what interests me more for the purposes 

of this essay is the choice of photographs, from what was certainly a larger body of work, to appear in publication” 

(3). Thus, while she recognizes that the published pictures come from a larger corpus she fails to actually refer to the 

material album collection that was likely in Fanny’s possession at the time of publication. By side-stepping the 

possibility of collaboration between Fanny and the photographer(s), Waldroup undermines her “analysis of the 

juxtaposition of photographs with her written text” which, she claims “reveal[s] some of [Fanny’s] own intentions 

through her representation of specific moments of her journey” (13). Not only is this a precarious task since the 

extent of Fanny’s control over the selection and placement of the photographs remains undetermined, but 

Waldroup’s aim to identify Fanny’s “intentions” is premised on her unverified (and unverifiable) assumption that 

Fanny was responsible for specific photo-textual “juxtaposition[s].” Waldroup, therefore, collapses the act of taking 

a photograph with the act of selecting and placing a photograph in a book.  
11

 LSH 153/91 contains seventy-four photographs taken during the cruise of the Janet Nicoll. 
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potential contradiction by recognizing The Cruise of the ‘Janet Nichol’ as a collaborative work: 

Fanny’s text is “unique” because it offers her singular feminine perspective, but it is also a 

“surrogate” since it accommodates collectively “authored” photographic material which was 

intended for Stevenson’s work.  

The 1914 frontispiece photograph to Fanny’s The Cruise of the ‘Janet Nichol’ picks up 

on Rigby’s opinion that spousal collaborations or “partnership” should – as in matrimony – 

supplement and correct each traveller’s “deficiencies” (qtd. in Matus 175). Indeed this image of 

Fanny and Stevenson poised on the vessel’s deck stresses the importance of spousal 

collaboration:
12

 the adventurous husband and wife appear at ease with one another and their 

surroundings, united in their mutual love of travel. Although it remains unclear at which point 

exactly during the cruise this photograph was taken, its use as the frontispiece encourages us to 

read the image as the cruise’s inauguration: as the Stevensons look down at the camera, ready to 

depart, so too does the diary begin its narrative. Like Stevenson’s written interjections in Fanny’s 

account, this frontispiece implies that the diary results from harmonious collaboration.
13

 Fanny 

may well be the diary’s primary author but her flexible narrative easily incorporates her 

husband’s hand. Stevenson’s presence in the frontispiece, like the numerous references to “my 

husband” in her diary’s “Preface,” upholds Fanny’s authority since her “fame” was obviously 

predicated on that of her deceased husband. The fact that she published her diary after his death 

is undoubtedly significant: as Stevenson’s widow, Fanny “was both guardian and relic of a 

literary legend” and “worked to preserve her husband’s fame (and the income it generated), 

                                                 
12

 A copy of this photograph exists in the photograph album LSH 15391pr39 and it does not possess a written 

caption. In her “Note on the photographs,” Jolly remarks that “the circumstances in which the frontispiece was 

photographed are unknown; it appears to be the work of a commercial photographer” (47). While this assumption 

may be correct, Jolly does not provide its rationale. 
13

 While there is, arguably, an intrusive aspect to Fanny’s collaboration, Stevenson did often make use of her 

writing. In In the South Seas, for instance, he quotes a lengthy passage from Fanny’s Equator diary: “here is a 

passage from my wife’s diary, which proves that I was not alone in being moved, and completes the picture” (191).  
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overseeing the publication of his biography by his cousin Graham Balfour in 1901, and writing 

prefaces for new editions of his work” (Jolly, “Introduction: ‘Janet Nichol’” 42). The Cruise of 

the ‘Janet Nichol,’ therefore, was Fanny’s direct contribution to keeping Stevenson’s authorial 

“legend” alive.  

A second frontispiece has been added to the 2004 edition. While the photograph of the 

collaborating couple still accompanies the beginning of Fanny’s narrative (52) and it now serves 

as the book’s cover image, a new photograph has been selected to accompany the title page (2). 

In this image Fanny is wearing a dark dress and hat and poses between two, slightly lowered, and 

bare-chested Islanders. Since one of the men is wearing a tartan lava-lava,
 
I assume that they are 

members of the Vailima household staff. Fanny’s left arm rests firmly on the shoulder of one of 

the men as he leans gently towards her knees, which suggests her benevolent authority. In 

contrast to the 1914 edition, this new frontispiece highlights Fanny’s fierce independence and 

resourcefulness during her life in Samoa. Henry James’s affectionate caricature of Fanny as a 

“South Sea Chieftainess” (qtd. in Jolly, “Introduction: ‘Janet Nichol’” 42) parallels this 

photographic depiction of her ability to control an Indigenous domestic staff. Despite the fact 

that this new frontispiece does not possess any explicit link to the Janet Nicoll cruise, it 

forcefully collapses many of Fanny’s well-known traits: her self-sufficiency as well as her 

protective affection for Islanders.  

I take the difference between the 1914 frontispiece and the new 2004 frontispiece as my 

conceptual point of departure for this Chapter’s analysis of the relationship of the written text 

and the accompanying photographs in both the 1914 and the 2004 editions of The Cruise of the 

‘Janet Nichol.’ While the 1914 frontispiece and the 2004 cover both suggest Fanny’s intimately 
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collaborative relationship with her husband, the new 2004 frontispiece stresses that Fanny is her 

diary’s singular author.  

Vanessa Smith’s discussion of the relationship between bricolage and the beachcomber 

inspires the framework for the remainder of this Chapter. In The Savage Mind, Claude Lévi-

Strauss uses the concept of bricolage to explain the process of “mythical thought” (Lévi-Strauss 

17); or as Smith puts it, bricolage becomes the “model for describing ‘savage’ creative 

processes” (Literary 22). According to Lévi-Strauss the bricoleur  

works with his hands and uses devious means compared to those of a craftsman… 

His universe of instruments is closed and the rules of his game are always to make 

do with “whatever is at hand,” that is to say with a set of tools and materials 

which is always finite and is also heterogeneous because what it contains bears no 

relation to the current project, or indeed to any particular project, but is the 

contingent result of all the occasions there have been to renew or enrich the stock 

or to maintain it with the remains of previous constructions or destructions. The 

set of the “bricoleur’s” means cannot therefore be defined in terms of a project…. 

It is to be defined only by its potential use or, putting this another way and in the 

language of the “bricoleur” himself, because the elements are collected or retained 

on the principle that “they may always come in handy.” (16-18)
14

  

Smith argues that the beachcomber is literally a “Western bricoleur” who “produc[es] objects 

and narratives that are makeshift rather than crafted, from materials to hand at the periphery of 

                                                 
14

 Lévi-Strauss contrasts the figure of the bricoleur who is “adept at performing  a large number of diverse tasks” 

with that of the “engineer” who “does not subordinate each [task] to the availability of raw materials and tools 

conceived and procured for the purpose of the project” (17). Accordingly, “the engineer is always trying to make his 

way out of and go beyond the constraints imposed by a particular state of civilization while the ‘bricoleur’ by 

inclination or necessity remains within them” (19). 
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empire” (Literary 23).
15

 These related concepts of bricolage and beachcombing are productive 

metaphors for approaching both Jolly’s depiction of Fanny’s diary as an objet trouvé, and for 

examining Fanny’s own representation of her “crafted” and “makeshift” diary. My emphasis on 

her literal and metaphorical bricolage re-situates Fanny within the feminine and material culture 

of the Victorian period. In Women’s Albums and Photography in Victorian England: Ladies, 

Mothers and Flirts (2007), Patrizia Di Bello demonstrates the extent to which women’s albums 

were embedded in the “tactile culture of the period” (3). In turn, she notes that one of the most 

“striking features” of women’s albums were “their use of collage” (3) and “découpage” (31).   

In Section One, I propose that Jolly’s explicit engagement with The Writers’ Museum 

collection of photographs represents a form of collaboration. As a collaborator, however, Jolly’s 

substantial photographic alterations significantly re-shape our understanding of Fanny’s authorial 

role; her use of the Stevensons’ albums is a means of authorizing her editorial changes, thus 

displacing Fanny’s textual authority. I take into account the fact that the 1914 edition of Fanny’s 

diary came in the wake of photo-mechanical reproduction. Joan M. Schwartz explains the impact 

of mechanical reproduction on the material characteristics of photographs:  

Until the advent of photo-mechanical reproduction, the materiality and the 

visuality of the photograph were inseparable aspects of its meaning-making 

capacity. However, with the development of the halftone process and the 

subsequent proliferation and sophistication of technologies for copying and 

printing photographs, for publishing them alongside letterpress text in 

                                                 
15

 Smith also characterizes The Ebb-Tide as a “failure of bricolage” (Literary 156). Stevenson, she observes, 

depicted the writing of The Ebb-Tide as a “debilitating labour, rather than the playful construction of a bricolage.” 

She cites from a letter: “it has been such a grind!... I break down at every paragraph, I may observe, and lie here, and 

sweat, and curse over the blame thing, till I can get one sentence wrung out after another” (qtd. in Literary 156). 

Thus, Smith describes the novella as “a grinding labour, bringing together parts that failed to cohere, producing 

waste material, rather than a useful new object” (156). She then goes on to discuss Stevenson’s different models of 

beachcombers: in The Wrecker, the figure of the beachcomber represent “enterprise,” while in The Ebb-Tide the 

beachcombers embody “waste” (157). 
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newspapers, books and magazines,… the meaning-making aspects of a 

photograph’s objectness have been marginalized. (“Souvenir” 29)
16

 

I propose that Jolly’s edition seeks to overcome the “dematerialized” (29) aspect of the 

photographs by stressing her intimate and haptic encounter with them and the albums.
17

  

In Section Two, I argue that Fanny’s text is a “makeshift” combination of her record, 

Stevenson’s narratives, and their family photographs. I highlight her role as a bricoleuse as she 

maintained and improved her family’s photography equipment: for instance, on 27 April Fanny 

records that she has “mended the bellows of our camera, where it has been eaten by cockroaches, 

with sticking-plaster” (69); on 28 April she finds a “piece of ironwood” in order “to mend the 

camera stand” (73); one day later she enlists the help of the Captain to work “all day until four 

o’clock at my device for mending the camera with Nuieue ironwood” (74). Furthermore, Fanny 

depicts her travel diary as a work of collaboration with her husband, leading me to develop 

Jolly’s suggestion that “the relation between husband’s and wife’s travel writing was not always 

collaborative”; rather, “it could be combative, and even competitive” (“Introduction: ‘Janet 

Nichol’” 39). 

5.1 Editorial Collaboration 

In her “Note on the photographs,” Jolly explains that because “Stevenson’s plan for an illustrated 

edition of In the South Seas fell through,” Fanny’s diary “has provided a setting for the 

                                                 
16

 In Scenes in a Library, Carol Armstrong provides a detailed history of photographically illustrated publications 

from the 1840s to the 1880s.  
17

 The OED defines “haptic” as “involving, or relating to the sense of touch.” Haptic visuality, however, differs from 

haptic perception (the way we literally experience touch) since haptic visuality refers to viewing that draws upon 

other forms of sensate experience. Visual haptic representation is thus a tactile way of seeing and knowing which 

involves the viewer’s body. In Each Wild Idea: Writing, Photography, History Geoffrey Batchen meditates on 

photographs as tactile objects: “photography is privileged within modern culture, because, unlike other systems of 

representation, the camera does more than just see the world: it is also touched by it” (61).  
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publication of some, at least, of the Stevensons’ Pacific photographs” (47).
18

 Jolly’s emphasis on 

the diary as a “setting” – a physical place for the display of images – gestures towards the 

materiality of the photographs.
19

 Moreover, she implicitly characterizes Fanny’s diary passively; 

the diary is merely a space for the presentation of photographs, whose authorship remains, 

despite Jolly’s inclusion of them, vague and muddled.   

Jolly’s use of “setting” can be explained with Elizabeth Edwards’ own stress on the 

materiality of photographs and, by extension, what she calls their “spatial dynamics” (“Objects” 

226). I suggest that Jolly’s notion of “setting” is problematized through Edwards’ concept of 

“placing.” Edwards argues that photographic “placing” describes “the work of a photographic 

object in social space through which questions of materiality, adjacency, assemblage, and 

embodied relations frame the meanings of an image” (“Objects” 226). Edwards defines her use 

of “placing” as “a sense of appropriateness of particular material forms to particular sets of social 

expectation and desire through space and time” (“Objects” 226). By considering Jolly’s 

photographic selection process and editing as a type of photographic “placing,” I stress the way 

in which Jolly’s edition represents an effective, if interventionist, posthumous collaboration with 

Fanny. 

The ambivalent quality of Jolly’s edition is exemplified through its interaction with the 

photograph albums. In stark contrast to the 1914 edition that obscures the existence of the 

                                                 
18

 She correctly stresses that the Stevensons’ personal photographs were rarely seen prior to their publication in 

Fanny’s The Cruise of the ‘Janet Nichol’; thus, Fanny’s photographically illustrated diary, in some sense, substitutes 

for her husband’s unfinished book. 
19

 In Photographs Objects Histories: On the Materiality of Images (2005), a collection of essays edited by Elizabeth 

Edwards and Janice Hart, the contributors offer various methodological approaches to the study of photographs as 

physical objects. In their “Introduction: Photographs as Objects,” Edwards and Hart stress that “a photograph is a 

three-dimensional thing, not only a two-dimensional image. As such, photographs exist materially in the world, as 

chemical deposits on paper, as images mounted on a multitude of different sized, shaped, coloured and decorated 

cards, as subject to additions to their surface or as drawing their meanings from presentational forms such as frames 

and albums.” Moreover, “Photographs are both images and physical objects that exist in time and space and thus in 

social and cultural experience. They have ‘volume, opacity, tactility and a physical presence in the world’ (Batchen 

1997: 2) and are thus enmeshed with subjective, embodied and sensuous interactions” (1).  
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albums, the 2004 edition calls attention to the albums as the photographs’ original material 

settings by reproducing portions of their pages. In several cases this presentation suggests that 

the diary and the album are contextually and causally connected – when, for instance, 

photographs bleed across the gutter into the text’s margin: e.g., “Little girls singing – Penryn SS” 

(100); “Girl in Tokolau Islands” (113); “Majuro Station – Marshall Islands. Specimen of 

Marshall Is. canoe” (164); “Kaibuke – one of King’s of Majuro – and white trader” (172), and 

“Girls’ Costume” (183). These cases suggest that the mechanized process of book binding and 

printing has occurred after the combination of text and photograph; as though the creation of a 

gutter has interrupted what should be a seamless mixed-media construction. This effect, 

however, only occurs because these particular photographs have been purposely slanted – and 

thus, are pushed over the gutter – in order to mimic the way in which an individual gluing a 

photograph might accidentally misplace it.  

In turn, this faux “makeshift” quality evokes the work of the bricoleur (or, in this case, 

the work of a bricoleuse): Jolly imagines what Fanny’s hand might have done with these 

photographs and implicitly constructs an intimate and reciprocal relationship between the written 

account and the photographic object, which is predicated on Fanny’s manual manipulation of pen 

and camera, text and image.
20

 The effect of the “cut and paste” quality evokes the gestures of the 

person who assembled the album. Indeed, this treatment appears to de-value the 1914 edition: in 

contrast to the prior publication and Fanny’s purposeful creation of the diary, Jolly’s edition 

makes it appear as an objet trouvé, an intimate, personal object that has been well-worn by time, 

and perhaps rediscovered. The haphazard and putatively manual pasting of the photographs 

                                                 
20

 This imagining of Fanny’s touch is akin to when Di Bello admits that she is “fascinated by the tears and cuts at the 

edges of Hawarden’s prints.… I wonder what happened to the albums left behind” (11). In Becoming: The 

Photographs of Clementina, Viscountess Hawarden, Carol Mavor is drawn to Hawarden’s torn prints and refers to 

them as “permanent scars” (qtd. in Di Bello 11).  
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implies that Fanny’s diary is an unpolished, feminine handicraft. This presentation format recalls 

Patrizia Di Bello’s study of women’s photograph albums and their mixed-media compositions: 

“one of the most striking features of these albums is their use of collage techniques, which was 

common in the period” (3).  

The presentation of Fanny’s diary as a supposedly authentic objet trouvé is juxtaposed, 

however, with Jolly’s obvious manipulation of the text’s photographic material; the explicit 

sourcing of the photographs from album pages and the prior existence of the 1914 edition 

destabilize any reading of the authenticity of the 2004 edition. This is especially visible through 

the material existence of the albums: for instance, in the case of “Penryn Island” (93) the top of 

the photograph that is pasted below it on the album page is visible; on the left side of the 

photograph captioned “Boy from Niue or Savage Island” (65), the margin of the photograph that 

is pasted next to it is also visible. This presence – albeit fragmentary – of other photographs 

suggests the expansiveness and generosity of the album pages, while also signifying that the 

album pages provide a parallel (or alternative) series of narratives. Thus, for Jolly, Fanny’s diary 

is a malleable “setting,” in which photographs can be placed, displaced, and re-placed for 

particular meanings. Despite Jolly’s strong evocation of the material existence of the family 

albums, their fragmentary presence potentially undermines her editorial authority. The selection 

of photographs for her edition highlights the fact that they do not actually belong in the diary; the 

explicit presence of a selection process disturbs the characterization of the diary as an objet 

trouvé. Furthermore, some fragmentary images unsettle any relation of text and image: under the 

image of “Penryn Island” another photograph of Penryn is visible with seemingly identical palm 

trees.  This implies that the photographs are, in some instances, interchangeable: there is not 

actually a connection between the text and the photograph, and it is only through Jolly’s 
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purposeful shaping of the photographic and textual content that a veneer of authenticity has been 

created. 

The process of photographic selection, while not explicated by Jolly, is a major 

component of the 2004 edition: out of the twenty-three photographs published in the first edition, 

eleven have been removed and thirteen have been added (there are twenty-five photographs in 

the 2004 edition). Thus, only twelve images appear in both editions, and as a result a major 

source of visual continuity between the first edition and Jolly’s edition is lacking. While she does 

not explain this editorial intervention in her “Note on the photographs,” she has justified her 

decision to me in a personal communication: “as well as expanding the illustrative content, I took 

it upon myself to override some of the choices made by Fanny and/or her publishers and to leave 

out some of the photographs from the 1914/1915 edition in favour of others that I thought were 

more interesting” (my italics). She explains further that she was “looking for pictures that 

aligned closely with the content of the diary, even if the photograph was damaged (eg. The ‘little 

girls singing’ on p. 100), and also for photographs that displayed an interesting awareness of the 

process of subject-making, such as the woman pointing at the camera on p. 70.” Jolly concludes 

by explaining that: “We [she and her commissioning editor at UNSW press] wanted to draw on 

the riches of the EWM albums to provide the best and most interesting illustrations for (of) 

Fanny’s diary” (my italics).
21

 

Jolly’s reference to “overriding” Fanny’s selection of photographs for more “interesting” 

illustrations foregrounds her interventionist method; in this way, rather than an editor, she acts as 

a posthumous collaborator with Fanny – her authority has no limits (“to override”) and assumes 

a legitimacy borne from the presentation of the diary as an objet trouvé. This representation of 

the “original” diary diminishes its authority as a narrative for the public, since it appears as a 

                                                 
21

 Jolly’s reference to “EWM” stands for Edinburgh Writers’ Museum, what I refer to as “LSH.” 
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handicraft project, not a published work: by suppressing the photographic selection process of 

the first edition – again, Jolly does not explain this procedure – Jolly’s selection of photographs 

becomes the authentic selection; the antique quality of the 2004 edition only adds to this 

apparent authenticity.  

The selection of photographs as “illustrations,” however, implies a hierarchy of 

representative modes. Jolly’s ambivalence about which preposition (“for” or “of”) to use to 

describe the relationship between the illustrations and the diary is telling in this respect. The use 

of “for” implies that the photographs illustrate the text, whereas the use of “of” suggests that the 

photographs offer a parallel text of their own. Unfortunately, in treating the albums as a kind of 

catalogue from which to select “illustrations,” Jolly disregards the photo-textual construction of 

the first edition; she prioritizes her own “collaboration” with Fanny over the original (and 

suppressed) photographic selection process.  In effect, Jolly’s entire edition becomes an 

illustration of Fanny’s 1914 edition.  

Her editorial move is premised on a conception of the photographs as possessing a 

merely illustrative, in contrast to a potentially analytical, subversive, playful – in short, a 

complex – function. By juxtaposing her own choice of photographs with Fanny’s writing, she 

assumes that the photographs authenticate Fanny’s account (and she assumes an intention on 

Fanny’s part to use photography to do the same, and her own ability to read that intention), thus 

demonstrating what Elizabeth Edwards ironically refers to as “the certainty of the referent and 

transparency of the [photographic] medium” (Raw 185). In fact, Jolly’s decision reflects 

precisely what Edwards warns against, namely the risk of assuming the “authority of 

photography as a realist didactic tool par excellence” (183); Jolly attributes a “didactic 

transparency” to the photographs. Edwards’ warning repeats W. J. T’s Mitchell’s description of 
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how literary scholars often consider “images in texts” as “immaterial, figurative, and 

dispensable” (Picture Theory 209). Mitchell’s figurative use of “immaterial” resonates with 

Edwards and Hart’s emphasis on the literal materiality of photography. They argue that, until 

recently, photography has been treated, citing Maynard’s phrase, as “essentially a depictive 

device” (“Introduction” 2). In sum, privileging “the image content” of photographs denies the 

“functional context of materiality” (2).
22

 While I do not suggest that Jolly’s treatment of the 

photographs is “dismissive” (209) in Mitchell’s sense, her selection nonetheless privileges the 

representation of women. This focus is highlighted by the chart below that collates and compares 

the photographic illustrations that appeared in the 1914 and 2004 editions.
23

  

 Jolly has replaced five original illustrations with photographs that only, or mostly feature 

women: “Women and children photographed on the Janet Nicoll cruise,” “Manihikians with 

adopted white man,” “Little girls singing,” “Fanny Stevenson and a local woman, hand in hand,” 

“Islanders in traditional and ‘missionary’ dress.” These photographs effectively support the 

overarching feminine concerns of Jolly’s edition and provide evocative visual counterparts to her 

arguments from the article “Women’s Trading.” Jolly’s discussion of Fanny’s characterization of 

her interactions with female Islanders in terms of being “taken possession of” offers a productive 

framework for examining “Women and children” and “Fanny Stevenson and a local woman, 

hand in hand.” Indeed, in each of these photographs the Islanders appear to be claiming 

“possession” of someone outside or inside the photograph’s frame. 

                                                 
22

 While Edwards and Hart recognize that it is “impossible” to separate “the materiality of the photographic image 

from the image itself,” they nonetheless “privilege the materiality of photographs whether in albums, in the museum 

gallery or in people’s daily lives” (“Introduction” 2).  
23

 Both columns cite the captions from each edition; in several cases Jolly has altered the captions, seemingly for the 

sake of modern sensibilities. The album location of each photograph is also provided.  
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In “Women and children” a group of four women stand holding infants. The woman on 

the far left is pointing her finger directly at the camera. The meaning of this deictic gesture is 

difficult to pin down since we cannot know whether the finger is pointing at the camera, the 

photographer, the person(s) standing next to the camera, all of these, or something else 

altogether. In the context of Jolly’s argument we may interpret it as a physical gesture that 

signifies (literally and figuratively) that photography does not only involve the camera’s 

disembodied gaze but also initiates and/or confirms the relationship between subjects. This sense 

of photography’s ability to perform a relationship, and that its end product authenticates that 

relationship, recurs in the photograph entitled “Fanny Stevenson and a local woman.” Here, 

Fanny wearing a billowy white dress and straw hat, stands in front of a building next to an 

Islander woman. While the woman’s head is turned to look towards her companion, Fanny 

smiles gleefully at the camera. The caption’s specification that the women stand “hand in hand” 

stresses that the physical connection is reciprocal and that the agency and pleasure involved in 

the gesture is two-sided.  

The Cruise of the ‘Janet Nichol’; 1914 

edition 

The Cruise of the ‘Janet Nichol’; 2004 

edition 

“Mr. and Mrs. Robert Louis Stevenson on the 

bridge of the ‘Janet Nichol’” (facing 

frontispiece). 

[LSH 15391pr39] 

“The Stevensons on the bridge of the Janet 

Nicoll” (52 and BOOK COVER). 

“Outside of the Great dance house, Butaritari, 

during the competition between the dancers of 

Butaritari and those of Little Makin” (facing 

2). 

[LSH 14991pr04b] 

REMOVED 

This photo has been replaced with “Boy from 

Niue, or Savage Island” (65). 

“Maka and Mary Maka, Kanoa and Mrs. Maria 

Kanoa, Hawai’ian missionaries of the 

American Board of Missions, Honolulu, on the 

Island of Butaritari, one of the Gilbert Islands” 

(facing 4). 

[LSH 14991pr6b] 

REMOVED 

This photo has been replaced with “Women 

and children photographed on the Janet Nicoll 

cruise, location unknown” [Uncaptioned in the 

album] (70). 

“Mr. and Mrs. Robert Louis Stevenson in “The Stevensons with Nan Tok and Nei 
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company with Nan Tok and Natakanti on 

Butaritari Island” (facing 6) 

[LSH 14991pr10a] 

Takauti at Butaritari, 1889” (56). 

“The Janet Nichol with ship’s company” 

(facing 20). 

[LSH 15391pr41b] 

“The Janet Nicoll with ship’s company” (48). 

“The King of Manihiki in the centre with the 

island judge on his right and Tin Jack, seated 

on his left” (facing 40). 

[LSH 15391pr08] 

“King of Manihiki in centre, with the Island 

Judge on his right, Tin Jack seated on his left, 

and a beachcomber in the foreground” (85). 

“Natives dancing” (facing 48). 

[LSH 14991pr15b] 

REMOVED 

This photo has been replaced with “Manihiki 

dancers”  

“Penrhyn Island” (facing 52). 

[LSH 15391pr12] 

“Penrhyn Island” (93). 

“Figurehead from wrecked ship on the veranda 

of the white trader’s house, Penrhyn Island” 

(facing 56). 

[LSH 15391pr16] 

“Figurehead from a wrecked ship on the 

trader’s veranda, Penrhyn. The figurehead later 

featured in Robert Louis Stevenson’s novella, 

The Ebb-Tide” (97). 

“The Janet Nichol at anchor off Penrhyn 

Island” (facing 64). 

[LSH 15391pr29] 

“The Janet Nicoll at anchor off Penrhyn 

Island” (197 and BACKGROUND PICTURE 

FOR “ILLUSTRATIONS” PAGE). 

“View of deserted buildings on Suwarrow 

Island” (facing 74). 

[LSH 15391pr18] 

REMOVED 

This photo has been replaced with 

“Manihikians with adopted white man” 

[Album caption: “Manihiki: – Natives with 

adopted white man”] (83). 

“The settlement on Nassau Island” (facing 78). 

[LSH 15391pr28b] 

REMOVED 

This photo has been replaced with “Little girls 

singing, Penryn” (100). 

“Missionary from a civilized Island, and some 

of her converts” (facing 80). 

[I cannot locate this photograph in any album.] 

REMOVED 

“Fanny Stevenson and a local woman, hand in 

hand” [Album caption: “Mrs Stevenson and 

native lady, hand in hand”] (127). 

“Native boys setting sail on S.S. Janet Nichol” 

(facing 96). 

[LSH 15391pr41b] 

“Crew setting sail on the Janet Nicoll” (193). 

“Tom Day – a trader of Noukanau Island” 

(facing 120). 

[LSH 15391pr44] 

“Tom Day, the ‘flower of the Pacific’” 

[Caption in album: “Tom Day – a Trader on 

Nakanau Island – Kingsmill”] (142). 

“‘Equator Town’, showing corner of sleeping-

house, and cook-house” (facing 128). 

[LSH 14991pr34a] 

REMOVED 

This photo has been replaced with “On board 

the Janet Nicoll: Fanny is seated front left, and 

Stevenson (in striped jacket) is at the far right” 

[Photo uncaptioned in album] (128). 

“‘The Baron and Baroness,’ Butaritari, one of “Nan Tok and Nei Takauti, ‘the baron and 
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the Gilbert Islands” (facing 132). 

[LSH 14991pr10a] 

 

baroness’, Butaritari, 1889” (55). 

This photo has been moved to follow directly 

after “Mr. and Mrs. Louis Stevenson in 

company with…” 

“Interior of the maniap of Tembinoka’s harem” 

(facing 136). 

[LSH 14991pr5a] 

REMOVED 

This photo has been replaced with “Apaiang: 

Fanny Stevenson being carried ashore, 1889” 

[Caption in album: “Mrs Stevenson being 

carried ashore – Apiang”] (141). 

“A Marshall Island canoe” (facing 140). 

[LSH 14991pr30] 

“Majuro: Marshall Islands canoe, with the 

Janet Nicoll in the background” (164). 

“Speak House, Island of Mariki” (facing 144). 

[LSH 14991pr20b] 

REMOVED 

 

“White trader and his wife ‘Topsy,’ Majuro 

Island” (facing 152). 

[LSH 15391pr33] 

 

“ ‘Topsy’ with her husband and her pet 

monkey, Majuro Island” (167). 

“Kaibuke – one of the Kings of Majuro” 

(facing 158). 

[LSH 15391pr31] 

“One of the kings of Majuro” [Caption in 

album: “Kaibuke – one of Kings of Majuro – 

and white trader”] (175). 

“Harem and little son of King Tembinoka on 

board the Janet Nichol passing from Aranuka 

to Apemama” (facing 162). 

[LSH 15391pr35d] 

“King Tembinoka’s harem and little son 

(centre) on board the Janet Nicoll” (175). 

“Dance at Apemama” (facing 166). 

[LSH 14991pr40a] 

REMOVED 

This photo has been replaced with “Islanders in 

traditional and ‘missionary’ dress”[Caption in 

album: “Girls’ Costume”] (183). 

  

Jolly informed me that “a major focus of the edition” was in “foregrounding the 

experience of women and girls.” While the priority given to the feminine experience of being 

photographed in the Pacific laudably restores the importance of Fanny’s text in the male canon 

of Pacific travel writing, Jolly comes close to reading an unsubstantiated intention into Fanny’s 

writing of the diary, as if, because it was written by a woman, it offers unmediated access to the 

“experience of women and girls.” While Fanny’s diary is an important female-authored text in a 

primarily male genre, the assumption of a feminine mode of representation in the diary is 

troubling; Jolly’s selection of photographs and her editorial choice to emphasize this aspect is a 
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powerful re-working of the diary – in this sense, her edition is as much a collaboration with the 

imagined objet trouvé as it is an iteration of Fanny’s 1914 diary. For Jolly, the diary’s textual and 

photographic materials are primary sources to be moulded through selection to fit a new project, 

the “foregrounding of the experience of women and girls.” The effectiveness of Jolly’s new 

edition – it is, after all, an important and well-produced volume – highlights the malleability of 

Fanny’s text and photographs: the 2004 edition then, represents an instance of collaboration 

manifested through bricolage.  

5.2 Fanny’s “flotsam and jetsam” 

In her “Preface,” Fanny explains that her diary is intended to complement her husband’s travel 

diary. Instead of composing her diary with future publication in mind, she claims that the 

document represents “a collection of hints to help my husband’s memory” (49). Jolly correctly 

interprets Fanny’s reference to “hints” as a euphemism for what she thought “her husband should 

have been writing about” (39). Without a doubt, Fanny was not shy about voicing her opinion 

about her husband’s choice of topics. Before the Janet Nicoll’s departure, she informed Colvin 

that 

this cruise will give additional interest to [Stevenson’s travel] book. I am very 

glad you spoke of the historical and scientific question. It has been rather heavy 

on my mind. If I were the public I shouldn’t care a penny what Louis’s theories 

were as to the formation of the islands, or their scientific history, or where the 

people came from originally – only what Louis’s own experiences were. (qtd. in 

Jolly “Introduction: ‘Janet Nichol’” 39) 

Like Colvin, Fanny urged Stevenson to narrate his own adventures in the Pacific instead of 

addressing “historical and scientific” issues. On 21 May 1889, she insisted that her husband had 
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access to “the most enchanting material that anyone ever had in the whole world for his book, 

and I am afraid he is going to spoil it all” (Letters 6: 303). Fanny stresses that this book should 

come easily to Stevenson when she claims that with her “own feeble hand” she “could write a 

book that the whole world would jump at” (304). Significantly, her Janet Nicoll diary, which 

serves as a “collection of hints,” was not Fanny’s first attempt to assist and influence Stevenson’s 

travel book: she explicitly instructed Colvin to  

keep any letters of mine that contain any incidents of our wanderings. They are 

very exact as to facts, and Louis may, in this conscientious state of mind (indeed I 

am afraid he has), put nothing in his diary but statistics. Even if I thought it a 

desirable thing to write what he proposes, I should still think it impossible unless 

after we had lived and studied here some twenty years or more. I shall try and 

write very fully during our cruise [of the Equator], either to you, or to Mrs 

Stevenson, and if the worst comes to worst, Louis can go back to my letters to 

refresh his memory. (Letters 6: 304) 

Fanny’s letter pre-empts Stevenson’s failure: not only is his obsession with “statistics” 

misguided, but he has not spent enough time in the region. In contrast, her letters combine 

accuracy and detail. Like the Janet Nicoll diary that will “help” Stevenson’s “memory,” her 

letters will “refresh his memory.” Thus, Fanny’s own writings, which possess both a 

supplementary and a corrective function, are analogous to the beachcomber’s bricolage, which in 

Smith’s words, “repair[s] and maintain[s]” (23), since Fanny’s travel writing is designed with 

this very purpose in mind. 

Since Fanny considers her travel writing as a complement to Stevenson’s, she explains 

that it is unnecessary for her to repeat what he has already recorded. For instance, in In the South 
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Seas Stevenson provides a lengthy account of his experience with a Gilbert Island magician and 

his “Devil Box,” or what he calls the “sacred boxes” (247).
24

 These boxes are carved out of 

“pandanus wood, oblong in shape, with an effect of pillaring on both sides like straw work, 

lightly fringed with hair or fibre and standing on four legs... contain[ing] a miniature sleeping 

mat and white shell” (247, 251). Fanny observes that she would be hard-pressed to develop her 

husband’s account of the Devil Box, remarking that since “my husband wrote a complete 

description of the purchase of the Devil Box in his own diary... it seemed necessary for me to 

note further references to it, but nothing more” (49). Like a responsible collaborator Fanny 

acknowledges “further references” to this incident, but does not see a purpose in repetition. This 

highlights her comment to Colvin on the role of her diary and letters which ought to “refresh 

[Stevenson’s] memory.”  

In contrast, however, to her “exclusion” of this account of the Gilbertese magician and 

his “Devil Box,” Fanny stresses  that she “has gone to the opposite extreme” in her long 

description of the objects found in “the different buildings in the island of Suwarrow” (49). The 

passage’s lengthiness is justified by her explanation that “At the time my husband had an idea of 

writing a South Sea island romance where he might wish to use such pathetic and tragic flotsam 

and jetsam from wrecked ships and wrecked lives” (49).
25

 Based on Fanny’s well-documented 

aversion to Stevenson’s “historical and scientific” ambitions, we can assume that she was thrilled 

about any plans of his to write an “island romance.” When the Janet Nicoll reaches Suwarrow on 

13 May, Fanny sets out with collaborative purpose. After the Captain informs the travellers that 

                                                 
24

 Significantly, this passage contains one of the few explicit references to photography: Stevenson remarks that the 

mesmerism session with the Gilbertese magician is “marred” by “the incongruous presence of Mr. Osbourne with a 

camera” (246-247). In fact, a photograph from this session survives in LSH 149/91. The caption for LSH 

14991pr25f reads: “Mr Stevenson being mesmerized under devil-work tress by notable devil-man named 

‘Terutaki.’” 
25

 Here, Fanny’s metaphorical use of “flotsam and jetsam” reinforces the idea that the materials at hand in the Pacific 

have a creative potential. 
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there are only six people living on the Island, Fanny surmises that Suwarrow “must have been” a 

“thriving and important settlement” (106). Intrigued by the nearly deserted, overgrown Island she 

imagines “that stirring events have happened here and that its history should be wild and 

romantic” (106). Comparing the Island to the “desert stronghold of a pirate” (106), she begins a 

thorough investigation and inventory of its abandoned buildings. Exploring the “office” of one of 

the deserted habitations she finds a cubbyhole stuffed with “a packet of thin sheets of tortoise-

shell and a large parcel of a native woman’s hair.” The walls and ceiling are covered with 

“mildewed maps” and “ten rusty cutlasses”; “old ledgers” and “a bag of cotton” are strewn 

across the floor, and a “box of bits of old iron” is stashed in a corner. With her knowledge of 

Pacific custom, Fanny interprets this inventory and explains that the pieces of “iron” are called 

“‘cocoanut manure’” because they are usually planted with cocoanuts. Not unlike Stevenson’s 

own tendency to cross-reference different Pacific customs, Fanny adds that the “‘cocoanut 

manure’” brings to mind the Paumotuan custom of planting “a rusty nail and a ship’s biscuit” 

with cocoanuts. When she moves into the building’s “outer room” she finds a collection of 

“sixteen decaying muskets” and crowded shelves filled with an assortment of items: “all sorts of 

tools, nails, axes, bush knives, tins of sardines and salmon, and a quantity of mouldy shoes in 

children’s sizes only; among the shoes were a toy chest of drawers and a box of moulting 

feathers” (107-108).  

The purpose of Fanny’s detailed inventory of Suwarrow remains ambiguous: on the one 

hand, the narrative satisfies her self-imposed task to “write very fully” and to be “very exact” in 

order to provide Stevenson with a sufficient amount of material; on the other hand, her excessive 

compilation goes beyond this purely functional purpose. Fanny’s record creates an archive out of 

the disparate objects. In this way, she conspicuously accords with the very historical and 
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scientific inquiry for which she castigates Stevenson. A narrative gradually emerges from her 

catalogue and in the process the items take on a figurative significance: “woman’s hair,” 

“mildewed maps,” “rusty cutlasses,” “old ledgers,” “old iron,” “mouldy shoes,” and “moulting 

feathers” become evocative relics of mysterious human settlement and desertion. In this way, 

Fanny, like Smith’s bricoleur, creates a narrative, a “makeshift” object, from the materials she 

finds “at the periphery of empire” (Smith, Literary 23). 

In this accumulation of hair, mildew, rust, and mould, Fanny reads the physical traces of 

a “wild and romantic” history. The itemized narrative of Suwarrow’s abandoned settlement 

recalls Fanny’s “List of things needed for Vailima” written “on spare pages in her Janet Nicoll 

diary” as well as her collection of recipes which she used in Samoa. The “List of things needed 

for Vailima” includes “farm tools and seeds, ice machines and water filters, books on mechanics 

and gardening” (Jolly, “Introduction: ‘Janet Nichol’” 41), while her list of Pacific recipes 

contains directions for making “‘a South Sea Oven[,]’ ‘Butaritari Pudding,’ ‘Butaritari Potato 

Cake,’ ‘Ginger Beer – Apemama,’ ‘Cocoanut Miti Sauce,’ [and] ‘Ah Foo’s Pig’s Head’” as well 

as “various recipes ‘For Ship’s Use’” (qtd. in Jolly, “Introduction: ‘Janet Nichol’” 37). These 

three lists underscore Fanny’s enthusiasm and interest in settlement: the first is a list of 

abandoned materials, which, in their state of decay, offer a blank slate for the imagination (hence 

the “desert stronghold” is “wild and romantic”); the remaining two are lists for the future, which 

set out her own fantasies of settlement and domesticity. In each case, objects become the stuff of 

narrative: literal and figurative markers of settlement, presence, and desertion.
26

  

                                                 
26

 Evidently, lists occupy a prominent place in Fanny’s Pacific writing. In Yale MS. 6717 (see Appendix B) she 

carefully compiles a list of her family’s photographs. In Fanny and Stevenson’s co-written eleven-page notebook her 

hand appears on the left side; Stevenson’s on the right. Fanny provides the captions, in alphabetical order, for 

approximately two hundred photographs, while Stevenson’s notes suggest on which pages, in an unknown 

manuscript, these photographs should appear. In addition to photographic captions, Fanny assigns each photograph a 

letter—either A, B or C—and a number. Cross-referencing this MS. with the albums reveals that A corresponds with 

LSH 149/91, B with LSH 151/91 and C with LSH 153/91. Fanny’s index of photographs, which were intended for 
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Similarly to the Treasure Island allusion that I examined in Chapter Three, where 

Osbourne refers to tipping “the black-spot” on Strong, Fanny’s fantasy about a pirate hide-away 

on a deserted island inevitably evokes her husband’s popular text, which established what pirates 

were for generations of readers. Her evocation of Suwarrow’s literary qualities, then, looks back 

temporally and generically, on her husband’s career. This is another instance where Fanny 

attempts (as she does in the letters cited above) to shape Stevenson’s generic choices: she has 

effectively created an archive, or a library of literary material, established a framing narrative, 

and then anticipated the type of story for which the material would be appropriate. Fanny’s 

account of Suwarrow finishes with her commenting on the Island’s distinct literary potential: 

“we departed the most romantic island in the world, regretting that to us its history must always 

remain a mystery unsolved” (109). From Suwarrow’s “miscellaneous wreckage” (108), Fanny 

has produced an archive that is begging to be narrated and read; her regret, however, is 

ambivalent, since Suwarrow’s lack of history, “a mystery unsolved,” is an illusion. As she 

herself records, six people live on the Island though she does not record an attempt to find out 

their history. Thus, here is an example of where her literary sensibilities create a collision 

between her strategies of representation and those that are typical of colonial discourse (ie., a 

lack of interest in native voices, testimony, etc.). Before coming ashore she has already classified 

the Island as a setting for a South Seas “island romance”; the “flotsam and jetsam,” apparently 

random items on which she stumbles, are the very materials one would want to find coming 

ashore with the intention of locating a “pirate stronghold.”  

 Fanny’s “Preface” concludes with her boast that her diary was written “under the most 

adverse conditions – sometimes on the damp, upturned bottom of a canoe or whaleboat, 

                                                                                                                                                             
publication in Stevenson’s The South Seas, is yet another list in which I read an underlying narrative: the act of 

cataloguing photographs becomes a means of charting and organizing the experience of travel.  
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sometimes when lying face down on the burning sands of the tropic beach, often in copra sheds 

in the midst of pandemonium of noise and confusion”—in sum, “never in comfortable 

surroundings” (50). Her hyperbolic rhetoric explains why her diary is “inadequate” in contrast to 

the amount of “labour” required to actually write it. Fortunately, she has her husband’s seal of 

approval: Stevenson redeemed “the little book” since he recognized in it “a sort of fictitious 

value” (50). The diary’s “fictitious value” may refer to the fact that Stevenson considered it as 

valuable source-material for his own writing, or it may describe his recognition that the diary is 

an entertaining read. Regardless, Fanny’s allusion to the opinion of her “husband” lends 

authority and importance to what she modestly calls her “little book.” In her brief “Preface,” 

Fanny refers four times to “my husband.” Her use of his conjugal title contrasts with Fanny’s 

criticism of recent (early twentieth-century) biographies of Stevenson: “No one, outside our 

immediate family, sailed with us on any of our cruises. All the books ‘With Stevenson’ here, and 

‘With Stevenson’ there, are manufactured... and false in almost every particular” (50). Here, 

Fanny contrasts her authority – which stems from her intimate and privileged relationship with 

the celebrity writer – with the distance that separates biographers from the elusive figure of 

“Stevenson.” Moreover, as with her references to “my husband,” her single reference to “the 

writer” is a rhetorical strategy that underscores the fact that she does not need to mention him by 

his given name since there is no one else to whom she could be referring. Although Fanny 

stresses that the purpose of her diary was primarily as an aide-mémoire, her “Preface” also 

suggests that her diary, in Jolly’s word, “competes” with Stevenson. According to Fanny, 

Stevenson’s diary falls “in arrears.” Not only is his diary past its due, but it is also indebted to 

hers: “it frequently happened that incidents given in my diary were re-written (to their great 

betterment), amplified, and used in his” (49). This statement potentially undermines the authorial 
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premise of Stevenson’s diary: the reader is unsure which “incidents” were first recorded, and by 

extension experienced, by Fanny; moreover, her description of Stevenson re-writing and 

“amplif[ying]” certain “incidents” foregrounds the unreliability of his account of what occurred 

during his travels.  

Complicating matters further, Fanny explains that Stevenson occasionally wrote directly 

in her diary when he felt like elaborating on a certain event or in order to provide a useful 

anecdote. When, for instance, they visit the Island of Nuie on 28 April, she describes the 

Islanders’ greeting: the Indigenous missionaries approach them first with men and women in 

tow. As the adults shake their hands, the children pretend to be afraid of the visitors and run 

around laughing (71). At this point, Fanny interrupts her narrative and notes that “I was some 

distance from Louis, who has written the following in my diary” (71). When Stevenson’s 

account of being swarmed by children comes to an end, Fanny remarks parenthetically: “(He 

used this afterward, but as it seems to belong to my diary I thought I might let it stand)” (71). 

Here, we get a significant instance of literal and figurative collaboration: Stevenson literally adds 

to Fanny’s text, and in return uses it as source-material for his later writing. The fact that 

Stevenson actually re-used this insertion “afterward” causes some apparent hesitation: who 

claims his words?  Fanny decides that since the diary is hers that she “might” retain his writing. 

On 24 May, Fanny notes that she is too unwell to disembark at Atafu and relies on her husband’s 

account of his visit ashore to supply her record: “Louis has written here the following account of 

his adventures in Atafu” (118).
27

 Both of Stevenson’s interventions into his wife’s diary 

undermine her contention that she needs to supplement Stevenson; instead, in both cases, the 

opposite takes place.  

                                                 
27

 In this passage, Stevenson describes witnessing “the cure for scaly itch” in which a “barrel [is] sunk in the earth 

where [the afflicted individual] is smoked with sulphur.” He then describes a young girl undergoing this treatment. 

In all likelihood, this account aligns with LSH 15391pr03 and pr04.  
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While literary collaboration between Fanny and Stevenson, whether harmonious or 

“competitive,” occurred frequently, collaboration and photography seem to have collided during 

their Pacific travels. Just as on the cruises of the Casco and the Equator, the Stevensons were 

outfitted with photographic equipment aboard the Janet Nicoll. Whether or not Fanny was 

actually taking pictures, she appears to have perceived herself as a participant in the activity of 

photography. On several occasions she refers to her role in her husband and son’s photographic 

endeavours.
28

 On 20 April, for instance, she writes that although a shipboard fire destroyed 

ninety photographs “Both our cameras escaped by magic” (61-62; my italics),
29

 and two days 

later she records that they sailed close to the shore of an island so that “we might get a good 

photograph” (63; my italics). Between 1 May and 9 June she represents herself in the act of 

photographing seven times: “We took photographs [of their recently purchased Vailima estate], 

and after a couple of hours reluctantly tore ourselves away” (76; my italics); “The captain kindly 

took us very close in that we might get a good photography” (63; my italics); “We actually got up 

the camera to take a photograph of the expected shipwreck” (69; my italics); “After this 

photography was finished we wandered through the village” (96); “After the photography Louis 

and I went to call on the missionary” (98); “Lloyd and I were taken in tow by an old man and led 

to the house of the missionary,… We drank cocoanuts with her [a Samoan woman] and took a 

photograph of the group” (136; my italics); and “Lloyd and I strolled along a wide avenue that 

ran through the town for about a quarter of a mile, stopping once to photograph an old woman 

who had evidently dressed up for the ship” (136). 

                                                 
28

 There must have been some occasions during which Stevenson photographed alone. For instance, in a letter to 

Charles Baxter dated 30 April 1890 he describes his renewed good health during the Janet Nicoll cruise and 

provides a vivid account of his outdoor activities which include “clambering down cliffs to get photographs like a 

man of iron” (Letters 6: 388).  
29

 In an April 1890 letter to Colvin, Stevenson describes this event: “By singular good fortune, we got the hose down 

in time and saved the ship [from fire], but Lloyd lost most of his clothes and a great part of our photographs was 

destroyed” (Letters 6: 289). 
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On 9 June, the Stevensons disembark at the Island of Arorai in the Kingsmill Group. 

Osbourne goes ashore with his camera, while Stevenson is equipped with a hammer in order to 

“break off bits of reef” for “examination” (136). As Stevenson is hammering away, Fanny and 

Osbourne are greeted by a missionary who invites them into his house to meet his daughters and 

his Samoan wife. The visit concludes with the mother and son taking “a photograph of the 

group” (136). Although Stevenson fails at collecting specimens, Fanny and Osbourne succeed in 

bringing back evidence of island encounter. The implicit correlation between photography and 

collection recurs when Fanny writes on 28 April that “Louis and Lloyd disappeared” in “search 

of photographs” (72). The strong impulse for photographic collection is explicit in Fanny’s odd 

turn of phrase: “in search of photographs.” Fanny conceives of Pacific subjects (or specimens) as 

photographic objects even before they are photographed.  

In her entry for 30 May, Fanny describes Osbourne’s difficulty in photographing a girl. 

While “Lloyd took the younger girl’s photograph at the end of the bridge,” Fanny stood “beside 

her with [an] arm round her for some time before she would keep in one spot long enough for the 

camera to be pointed at her. Though much less frightened, she was still suspicious” (129).  

Fanny’s use of “pointed” is a striking anticipation of Sontag’s formulation that “a camera is a 

sublimation of the gun, to photograph someone is a sublimated murder” (14-15).
30

 The camera’s 

implicit violence is reinforced by Fanny’s arm which acts as a fixing apparatus. Unlike, however, 

the photographic clamp, Fanny’s arm does not take effect “for some time,” suggesting that 

Fanny’s touch grows gradually firmer in order to keep the squirming child under control. The 

girl’s “suspicion” at being photographed recalls Fanny’s description, a couple of pages earlier, of 

the Islanders’ fear at seeing the disembarking crew: “At the sight of me [an Islander woman] 

                                                 
30

 Elizabeth Edwards explains that Sontag’s “violent metaphors for the camera’s voracious visual appropriations – 

hunting, shooting, taking” have become “metaphors of colonial oppression, the Western gaze, and the 

disempowerment of the subject” (“Tracing Photography” 172).  
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gave a cry... flung herself upon me and clung to me like a frightened child. I could feel her heart 

beating against my breast and she was trembling from head to foot” (125). Fanny soon realizes 

that this fear is due to the fact that “these islands were a favourite recruiting place for slavers” 

(126). In her “Introduction,” Jolly contextualizes Fanny’s reference to “slavers”: “slaving” was 

“the practice of collecting islanders and relocating them to other parts of the Pacific to work in 

commercial enterprises owned and controlled by whites... In many instances [“slaving”] 

represented a virtual revival of the slave trade, for force and deception were regularly employed 

to get islanders on board the labour ship” (33).
31

 This important historical background adds yet 

another level of violence to Osbourne’s attempt at photographing the girl: the girl might not 

actually be frightened by the camera itself, but rather by Fanny’s firm grasp, which acts as a 

reminder of recent kidnappings. It remains difficult not to conflate the actual physical violence 

enacted by “slavers” with the representational violence performed by the camera on the 

colonized body of the Islander. 

Considering the lack of critical attention devoted to Stevenson’s photograph collection, it 

is hardly surprising that his photographic collaboration with his wife has been relatively 

unacknowledged. I believe that Stevenson’s photographic interest in general owed a great deal to 

Fanny who, prior to their marriage, was already an amateur photographer.
32

 In this Chapter’s 

second epigraph, her sister and biographer, Nellie Van de Grift Sanchez, describes Fanny, in 

1869, as an intrepid amateur who “built a studio where she painted, had a dark room where she 

                                                 
31

 In her “Introduction,” Jolly explains that “slaving,” or “blackbirding” began in the 1860s and 70s, and peaked 

during the 1880s when “The British and Australians recruited labour for their cotton, and later sugar, plantations in 

Fiji and Queensland; the French for their nickel mines in Noumea, and the Germans for their coconut plantations in 

Samoa.” “Blackbirding” was not limited to the European powers: in fact, “American and Peruvian labour traders 

were also active in the Pacific in the second half of the nineteenth century, and were responsible for some of the 

most devastating  assaults on island communities with their raids on Penrhyn and various of the Tokelau and Ellice 

islands in the 1860s” (33). 
32

 To my knowledge, no other critic has linked Stevenson’s interest in photography with Fanny’s familiarity with the 

medium. 
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took photographs” and experimented with “wet plates,” which, Sanchez emphasizes, were 

“mysterious” to most non-professionals (36-37). Sanchez’s boast about her sister’s creative 

pursuits is unequivocal: Fanny’s “accomplishments” are “unheard of” in the rank of amateurs, 

regardless of their gender.
33

 Later in her biography, Sanchez cites a letter of Fanny’s where she 

describes her make-shift bedroom during the construction of the Vailima house:  

Among my dresses hang bridle straps and horse robes. On the camphor-wood 

trunk which serves as my dressing-table, beside my comb and toothbrush, a 

collection of tools – chisels, pincers, and the like – is spread out.… Besides the 

above mentioned articles there are an easel and two cameras stowed in one 

corner. A strange lady's chamber indeed. (189; my italics)  

In this letter to her sister, as in her account of Suwarrow, Fanny revels in the act of cataloguing 

her collection and producing a narrative of settlement out of the assemblage of objects: the 

“bridle straps” and “horse robes,” the motley array of wood carving tools such as “chisels” and 

“pincers,” and her painting and photography equipment become metonyms for the bricoleuse’s 

various hobbies in the Pacific. Fanny’s energy and unbounded enthusiasm for manual labour and 

art converge in the reference to her “two cameras,” and resonate with Di Bello’s interest in 

photography and album making in the context of Victorian feminine culture. Fanny’s interest in 

the handling of camera and photographic equipment is certainly picked up in Jolly’s 2004 edition 

of Fanny’s diary which evokes this gendered handling: damaged, blurry, faded, and slanted 

                                                 
33

 In all likelihood, Osbourne’s interest in photography stemmed from his mother’s and together they encouraged 

and supported Stevenson’s photographic endeavours and experimentation with the medium in the Pacific. Marina 

Warner explains that “many of the women who used the camera are well known, but the contribution of women to 

the reception of images has not been explored” (qtd. in Di Bello 3-4). Di Bello develops Warner’s remark and adds 

that most women photographers did not see themselves as “professional.” Instead, “they tended to operate outside 

the network of photographic clubs and the specialist press” (4). 
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photographs bleed across the gutter, calling attention to themselves as extraneous physical 

objects. 

Fanny’s text and her relationship to photography is illuminated further by Heather 

Waldroup’s analysis of the critical discourse of “gender, travel and imperialism” (4). Waldroup 

begins by reminding us that Fanny was far from being the only woman who wrote about her 

travels in the Pacific during this period. The Cruise of the ‘Janet Nichol’ belongs to a (small) 

corpus which includes Beatrice Grimshaw’s In the Strange South Seas (1907), Constance 

Gordon Cummins’ A Lady’s Cruise on a French Man-of-War (1882), and Isabella Bird’s The 

Hawaiian Archipelago: six months among the palm groves, coral reefs and volcanoes of the 

Sandwich Islands (1882).
34

  

Waldroup develops Mary Louise Pratt’s argument about the limitations of nineteenth-

century women travel writers. While Pratt suggests that women were limited to writing from and 

about domestic spaces, Waldroup proposes an alternative definition of the domestic which 

encompasses a broad “range of social, sexual and political bodies” (5). Taking her cue from Ann 

Laura Stoler’s influential work on the politics of colonial domestic spaces in the Netherland 

Indies, Waldroup argues that The Cruise of the ‘Janet Nichol’ reveals that the “relationships 

between self and other, colonizer and colonized, did not always fall along a clear-cut binary” (5). 

I contend that these relationships are, however, not the only ones to be “messy” (6); indeed, in 

this Chapter I have disclosed the untidiness of familial collaboration.
35

 I have situated the 

                                                 
34

 To Waldroup’s list I add Lady Anna Brassey’s narrative accompaniment to Colonel Stuart Wortley’s photographs 

in Tahiti: a series of photographs (1882). Fanny was familiar with at least Isabella Bird’s book, since in a letter to 

Colvin from May 1889, she compares it to her mother-in-law’s letters: “Mrs Stevenson’s letters are of no use, 

interesting as they are, on account of a certain loose inaccuracy very like Miss Bird’s” (Letters 6: 304). 
35

 The topic of textual collaboration between male and female family members in a colonial setting recalls Jill 

Matus’s essay entitled “Collaboration and Collusion: Two Victorian Writing Couples and their Orientalist Texts.” 
Matus takes as her case studies Isabel Burton’s revised edition of her husband’s Book of the Thousand Nights and a 

Night (1885) and Sophia Poole’s The Englishwoman in Egypt (1845), the accompaniment to her brother Edward 

Lane’s The Manners and Customs of the Modern Egyptians (1836). 
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Stevensons’ photo-literary practice within Waldroup’s particular notion of the colonial domestic 

space, in order to show that during their travels Fanny, Osbourne, and Stevenson participated in 

an expansive notion of domesticity that could include photography and writing as both 

professional work and leisurely activity.  
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Chapter 6 Coda 

Photographs are a major historical form for the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and 

arguably we have hardly started to grasp what they are about, and how to deal with their 

rawness. 

 

- Elizabeth Edwards (Raw Histories) 

 

6.1 Stevenson’s Raw Corpus 

In a 2012 article from The Scotsman, Linda Dryden claims Stevenson as an author of historical 

and national importance: “When it comes to great Scottish writers there is a tendency to think of 

Robert Burns or Sir Walter Scott. Robert Louis Stevenson, by contrast, is often relegated to the 

category of a writer of children’s literature. He was, and is, so much more.” I have engaged 

seriously with Dryden’s emphasis that Stevenson “was, and is, so much more” by drawing 

unprecedented attention to the intersections between Stevenson’s marginalized Pacific 

photograph collection and his writing projects. While I touch upon the works of recent literary 

critics such as Roslyn Jolly, Vanessa Smith, and Ann C. Colley, I have nonetheless exposed 

some current gaps in scholarship. I have argued that Stevenson’s engagement with photography 

was far more extensive than has been previously acknowledged and I have revealed the literary 

and historical relationships between a selection of Stevenson’s major and lesser-known Pacific 

non-fiction and his family’s photographic practice. In doing so, I have disclosed Stevenson’s 

enduring interest and concern in the function of vision and visual representation in moments of 

encounter and exchange with Pacific Islanders. Since the roots of my project are firmly planted 

within a particular collection I have addressed its material specificities and constraints. In my 

rejection of a totalizing approach to the “colonial archive,” I have proposed that the recent 

phenomenologically-influenced, material turn offers a productive framework for addressing a 



 

 

198 

 

diverse collection that does not easily fit into rigid geographical, political, and generic categories. 

In doing so, I have been attentive to current critical studies of colonial photography, but have 

also stressed the need for Pacific-specific models in light of the widely different forms of 

colonialism across the region.  

After offering the necessary contextual background for the textual histories of 

Stevenson’s The South Seas/In the South Seas, “A Samoan Scrapbook,” A Footnote to History, 

and Fanny Stevenson’s The Cruise of the ‘Janet Nichol,’ I have considered questions of 

authorship and textual labour and argued that literary and photographic collaboration troubles the 

boundary between author(s) and photographer(s). 

 My dissertation hinges on the literal and conceptual concealment of photographs and 

photographers from Stevenson’s In the South Seas. Instead of theorizing an overarching narrative 

of Stevenson’s photographic practice and taking into account the size of the collection, I have 

provided a series of analyses of individual photographs. Although this selection is necessarily 

partial, it nevertheless, offers a critical space in which I have examined issues of photographic 

time, narrative, anthropology, and performance. Finally, I have aimed not only to retrieve 

Stevenson’s rich archive of Pacific photography but also to re-instate it into the patchwork of late 

nineteenth-century histories of Pacific photography and to instigate a change in the way we write 

the histories of Stevenson’s Pacific works. 

Having re-established the contours of my dissertation, this final section elaborates upon 

the tacit premise that Stevenson’s abortive photo-literary oeuvre has yet to cease unfolding. In 

this penultimate section, I borrow Elizabeth Edwards’ notion of photography’s “rawness” to 

describe how we might begin to “grasp” and “deal with” the disjointed and interrupted 

relationship between Stevenson’s incomplete In the South Seas and his photography. 
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Photographs are, according to Edwards, “literally raw histories in both senses of the word 

– the unprocessed and the painful” (Raw 5). For Edwards and many photo-theorists, the 

“unprocessed” and “random” aspect of photographs, as well as their exacting “indexicality,” are 

inherent qualities of a medium which cannot discriminate between “the trivial and the 

significant” (5). Photographs are “unsettling” and “painful” because they are “ultimately 

uncontainable,” “incomplete,” and “unknowable” (5). Edwards develops the consequences of 

approaching photographs as raw objects by suggesting that they possess, like bones, “points of 

fracture” that can be pried open for examination and analysis. Edwards’ avowal of “the rawness” 

(6) of photographs parallels Stevenson’s own metaphorical conception of The South Seas as 

“uncontainable,” “incomplete” (Raw 5), a nascent plant. In a letter to Sidney Colvin he compares 

himself to a farmer who needs to weed out the diseased and overgrown textual chunks “with a 

pruning knife” and then “clear the book, like a piece of bush, with axe and cutlass” (Letters 7: 

101-02). To be sure, there is a difference between bones and plants as metaphors. Stevenson’s 

plants, after all, grow out of a typically settler colonialist domestication of the land, whereas 

Edwards’ bones, presumably, are objects, as it were, of the critical anatomist’s gaze. In any case, 

I adopt Edwards’ and Stevenson’s literal and figurative notions of incompleteness and conceive 

of the relationship between Stevenson’s photograph collection and In the South Seas as one that 

is unhealed and available for digital grafting and hybridization.   

Visitors to Edinburgh’s Writers’ Museum enter a veritable shrine to one of the nation’s 

most-loved authors. They peer into display cases filled with Stevenson’s original manuscripts, 

first editions, and personal letters. In addition to this rich literary collection the Museum displays 

a miscellany of the writer’s personal belongings: a toy-theatre and a kaleidoscope from his 

childhood spent in the City’s New Town and, from his life in the Pacific, riding boots, spurs, and 
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a sailing cap. Among the most prized items in the Stevenson collection are the four “South Sea” 

family albums which, due to their extremely fragile condition, cannot be displayed. Instead, 

some thirty photographs – enlarged and framed-behind-glass – adorn the gallery walls.  

I had the privilege to handle and photograph the albums on two separate visits, each of 

which lasted several hours. I was seated in a quiet office of the City Art Centre overlooking the 

Walter Scott Monument, when the albums were brought out from their climate controlled storage 

enclosures. I was then shown how to remove the weighty albums out of their boxes and how to 

unwrap them from their protective acid-free paper; I learned that by supporting the albums’ 

heavy covers with bolsters we could relieve pressure from their disintegrating spines; I was 

instructed on how to lift and turn, rather than flip the albums’ thick stiff pages. The albums bear 

ample signs of use and time in the rubbings in the spines and in their shriveled corners. The 

photographs themselves are ripped, cropped, faded, glued, removed, and re-pasted. The captions 

are sometimes hasty scribbles, sometimes crossed-out and re-written, sometimes carefully and 

elegantly inscribed. It did not take long to realize that my body was an impediment to research. 

Engaging with the albums was slow and laborious and more often than not, I found myself 

squatting on top of a chair in order to hover above the table in order to use my arm like a crane.   

The permanent physical conservation of Stevenson’s albums began in 2002: as a result of 

their fragility, the albums were photographed from above in order to avoid displacing or 

damaging any photographs, and were then digitized and stored in a database called iBase. Over 

the course of my year-long research visit, with the help of iBase, I spent many hours virtually 

“flipping” back-and-forth through the albums’ hundreds of fully digitized pages. At the end of 

each session, iBase saved the results of my searching for later analysis and organized my 

findings (i.e., group of digital photographs) into lists of records.  
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While Stevenson’s albums are first and foremost containers which have served their 

purpose for over one hundred years – to hold and protect hundreds of photographs between their 

covers – this functional aspect has disappeared in the digital realm. Although iBase certainly 

provides a significant mode of preserving the collection’s image content, the albums per se no 

longer exist in this medium. Despite the fact that digitizing the collection effaces its materiality, 

the digital archive attempts to recreate some of the albums’ material aspects. For example, the 

albums’ blank pages and their front and back covers have been digitally reproduced. This 

decision ensures that nothing has been left out in the process of digital conversion. Although the 

physical albums are not present in the digital archive, iBase stores the images according to their 

placement in the physical albums. Each image is accompanied by a “data sheet” which provides 

its Museum accession number, its original caption, and any other available information. I 

encountered only one significant practical problem with the database: the albums’ pages have 

been partially re-ordered so that all the pages that begin with the number “1” appear first (i.e., the 

pages that appear first are 1, 11, 19, 100 etc.). Once I realized how the system was organizing the 

records I could easily re-trace the original order in which the photographs appear.  

The digitization of Stevenson’s analogue photographs provides access to an otherwise 

inaccessible collection. Despite Joanna Sassoon’s stress in “Photographic Meaning in the Age of 

Digital Reproduction” on the importance of the materiality of the photograph for researchers 

since “clues visible to the trained eye” are “embedded within the photographic object” (301),
 
she 

nonetheless acknowledges Christine Boyer’s argument in CyberCities: Visual Perception in the 

Age of Electronic Communication that photograph collections can be digitized in innovative 

manners, specifically through the use of hypertext. In this light, I propose that an ideal digital 

edition of The South Seas/In the South Seas would take advantage of the digital environment in 



 

 

202 

 

order to, in Boyer’s words, establish “new” meanings “from within the ephemeral electronic 

network” (qtd. in Sassoon 313) and thus would enable further study of Stevenson’s Pacific 

literature and photography. 

6.2 The Digital Afterlife of The South Seas/In the South Seas 

In this final Section of my Coda, I consider the benefits of a digital accompaniment to In the 

South Seas. Such a project would actively reconstruct the gaps and omissions in Stevenson’s 

Pacific works, especially In the South Seas.  

A consideration of In the South Seas’s textual history involves taking into account its 

pretext: The South Seas, or what Stevenson called “the big book on the South Seas” (Letters 6: 

401). Despite Stevenson’s enthusiasm and ambition for The South Seas, the project was dwarfed 

by other looming and more lucrative publication deadlines, and eventually abandoned in 1891. 

After a three year hiatus, Sidney Colvin presented Stevenson with the opportunity to turn his 

attention back to the remains of The South Seas. Colvin was preparing the first Edinburgh 

Edition of Stevenson’s collected works and wanted to include select passages from The South 

Seas. Stevenson’s death in 1894, just months prior to picking passages for publication, did not, 

however, stop Colvin from carrying on with the Edition and from publishing large portions of 

The South Seas under the new title of In the South Seas (1896). Colvin’s In the South Seas 

became the standard edition and the numerous collected editions of Stevenson which appeared 

between 1894 and 1924 included the bulk of Colvin’s editorial and organizational changes. 

Consequently, a chain of textual modifications has been perpetuated throughout subsequent 

editions of In the South Seas, for which there are not always clear editorial precedents or 

methodological principles. The editorial practices and procedures used in the production of these 
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editions, which are still the basic text for many volumes (for example Penguin’s 1998 edition), 

have been left untouched and unaffected by a century of academic and critical progress.  

My dissertation has been founded on two premises: the absence of Stevenson’s The South 

Seas, and the presence of Colvin’s anthology, In the South Seas. The latter, considering Colvin’s 

intrusive editorial practice, represents what Jack Stilinger calls “‘nonauthorial authorizing” (20). 

The critical problems facing In the South Seas revolve around what I consider the photographs’ 

absence and the problem of authorship, both of which have resulted in a lack of critical attention. 

Presence and absence play out in In the South Seas through the practice of the repeated erasure 

or removal of Stevenson’s photographs. While the photographs, aside from their occasional use 

as cover pieces in various editions, do not appear in In the South Seas, they retain a certain type 

of placement in the text which I consider as the photographs’ negative textual presence: that is, 

their conspicuous absence through acts such as “deletion, erasure, and cancellation.”
1
 Although 

the likelihood in 1896 of Colvin having access to – or being aware of – the Stevensons’ 

photograph albums (which remained in Osbourne’s possession until the 1930s) is slim, the 

neglect of the photographs during the second half of the twentieth century testifies to the 

lingering assumption that Stevenson’s Pacific photography was merely a hobby, unimportant to 

his writing, and thus critically irrelevant. The lack of knowledge about Stevenson’s photographic 

practice and intentions produces anxiety over the question of “authorship”; indeed, the 

photographs confound any straightforward notion of nominal authorial control. As I have 

discussed throughout my dissertation, the lack of obvious authorship is maintained by the 

family’s written records, which acknowledge their entangled photographic involvement and thus 

imply a lack of authorial homogeneity.  

                                                 
1
 I adopt this concept of negative textuality from a recent panel discussion entitled “Deletion, Erasure, Cancellation: 

Negative Textualities” (MLA 2014). This roundtable included Paul Benzon, Laura All, Chuk Moran, Marjorie 

Luesbrink, and Andrew Ferguson.  
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Therefore, I suggest a way to address the negative space that surrounds In the South Seas 

and to bridge the physical and digital instantiations of Stevenson’s photograph collection. The 

negative presence of the photographs could be handled through the production of a digital edition 

of The South Seas/In the South Seas that included photographs and manuscripts, in a way that 

would be impossible in print. My digital version of The South Seas/In the South Seas takes into 

account critical concern with the increased digitization of photographic archives and collections.  

A composite digital version of Stevenson’s South Pacific corpus would contextualize, 

facilitate, and develop the study of Stevenson’s Pacific period. This version would aim to include 

high quality digital images of every surviving document of Stevenson’s Pacific works: the 

manuscripts, proofs, and original editions, as well as his collaborative photographic works. These 

primary materials would furthermore be explicated with a substantial body of editorial 

commentary, notes, and glosses. The digital re-assembly of Stevenson’s photographs with their 

literary kin constitutes an important contribution to our understanding of the generic and 

disciplinary convergence between art and anthropology, photography and literature, both in the 

work of Stevenson, as well as within the late nineteenth century’s emerging anthropological 

canon. As I conceive of it, the digital archive emphasizes the generic convergence of Stevenson’s 

phototextual project: hypertext stresses the intimacy between his writing and photography, since 

materials which are in disparate media are comprehensively linked to one another.
2
  

Undoubtedly, the cost of publishing a fully annotated version of Stevenson’s Pacific 

photograph albums alongside pertinent manuscript collections is prohibitive. Hence, I envisage a 

critical digital archive which allows for full access to the image content of the photographic 

                                                 
2
 For instance, the capacity of the digital edition to systematically juxtapose and overlap manuscripts would be 

ideally suited for the multiple representations of the historical figure of the Marquesan chief Moipu whom I 

discussed in Chapter Three. Moipu exists in an array of formats – written, sketched, and photographed – and can be 

evoked through the activation of hypertext links for the sake of comparison and contrast.  
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collection, but also radically re-contextualizes individual photographs within their intended or 

potential book setting.
3
 My approach is inspired by Hilde Van Gelder and Helen Westgeest’s 

emphasis in Photography Theory in Historical Perspective (2011) on the productive capabilities 

of digital imaging, namely that digital images “can be a means of understanding photographic 

representation and photographic language” (9). Van Gelder and Westgeest cite Martin Lister’s 

evocative statement that digital technology is “a critical tool which could demonstrate in practice 

what had been argued in theory for some three decades: that photographic images are themselves 

special kinds of construction” (9). While I am drawn to Van Gelder, Westgeest, and Lister’s 

stress on the way in which digital imaging practices might broaden our interpretive paradigms 

for analysing analogue photographs, I also recognize that digitization is critically fraught 

territory.  

 For many photo-critics, the theoretical problems concerning digital images are explicitly 

linked to what Mary Ann Doane refers to as their “dematerialization” (qtd. in Dzenko 20) and 

their apparently non-existent indexical connection to the external world. Corey Dzenko in 

“Analog to Digital” cites Doane’s argument that while an analogue photograph can “claim” 

indexicality through “contact,” “touch,” and “physical connection,” the digital image, by 

contrast, “can make no such claim and, in fact, is defined as its negation” (20). In Touch: 

Sensory Theory and Multisensory Media, Laura Marks also differentiates analogue and digital 

photographs in terms of their indexicality: in the case of an analogue photograph “it is possible to 

trace a physical path from the object represented, to the light that reflects off it, to the 

                                                 
3
 In her introductory essay for the collection Photography Theory, entitled “Theories of Photography: A Short 

History,” Sabine T. Kriebel provides a useful account of the distinction between analogue and digital photographs: 

“While light-sensitive silver salts on film in a camera produce an analogue photograph, in a digital photograph, a 

grid of light-sensitive picture cells, or pixels, emit electrical signals proportional to the intensity of light they 

receive. The gridded pattern is sequentially scanned and the signals are converted to numbers proportionate to their 

strength, then electromagnetically stored. They can be altered (or not) by computer, and then transmitted onto a 

screen (television, computer) or onto paper. In contrast to analogue photography, which is tonally continuous, digital 

photography is broken up into discrete steps, subdividing the visual field into a grid” (38-39). 
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photographic emulsion... that the light hits, to the resulting image”; however, in the case of a 

digital image “this path is not traceable” since changing images “into data” severs the “link 

between image and physical referent” (qtd. in Di Bello 156).
4
 Joanna Sassoon focuses on the 

consequences of converting analogue photographs into digital images. She ends by 

acknowledging that the “increased access to digital photograph collections is important to those 

interested in image content,” but she questions whether “the loss of materiality and context of the 

photographic object is too great a price to pay” and if the “digitising process hinder[s] rather than 

facilitat[es] the research process” (315). For Sassoon, as for Marks and Doane, the digitization of 

analogue photographs threatens the very source of their meaning, their materiality.  

In light of these critics’ arguments, we might assume that because digital technology 

transforms objects into data, digital images do not and cannot possess any indexical relation to 

the physical world. Such a notion is, however, far from unanimous. Some theorists propose that 

appeals to the indexicality of analogue photographs are misguided. Van Gelder and Westgeest 

cite from Sarah Kember’s essay “‘The Shadow of an Object’: Photography and Realism,” in 

which Kember argues that it is “irrelevant whether the image is produced mechanically or 

digitally: ‘How can we panic about the loss of the real when we know (tacitly or otherwise) that 

the real is always already lost in the act of representation?’” (8). Dzenko builds on Kember’s 

argument by distinguishing between theory and practice. While digital imaging “affects the 

theoretical notion of the photographic index” the fact remains that “viewers continue to read 

                                                 
4
 In The Reconfigured Eye: Visual Truth in the Post-Photographic Era (1994), William J. Mitchell argues that the 

extreme difference between the digital process and the analogue technique means that when digital images are 

enlarged they reveal a “fixed amount of information,” whereas in an analogue photograph the opposite occurs. In 

“The Paradoxes of Digital Photography,” Lev Manovich firmly disagrees with Mitchell’s claim. According to 

Manovich “Current technology has already reached the point where a digital image can easily contain much more 

information than anybody would ever want” (244).  
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digital photographs as representative of reality, a function they maintain despite the transition 

from analog to digital” (19).  

My proposed digital edition resolves this critical disjunction by retaining the original 

physical organization and placement of the photographs within the albums and thus respecting, at 

least in part, the materiality of the photographs. Dealing with the photographs, even in a digital 

form, is crucial to understanding the textual materiality of The South Seas. Instead of dislocating 

Stevenson’s photographs from their functional and meaningful contexts by homogenizing them 

into what Sassoon calls a “data bank of images” (306), my proposed digital version restores a 

degree of lost unity and coherence between Stevenson’s disparate collections. 

Significantly, hypertext offers many benefits that would bridge disjointed manuscripts 

and under-scrutinized photographs: for instance, these links would cross-reference individual 

photographs, or series, with other albums, photographs, annotations, and digital versions of 

manuscript pages. This method aligns with Sassoon’s opinion that “the associative powers of 

hypertext can be further harnessed to rebuild old associations between different formats of 

material in which original photographic meanings were once embedded” (314). Such a project 

potentially re-unites Stevenson’s genres – memoir, travel writing, and anthropology – with their 

media – print and photography.
5
 A flexible electronic edition re-conceptualizes Stevenson’s 

                                                 
5
 Based on Roger Swearingen’s bibliographical study, the following collections are under consideration: 1. 

Huntington HM 2412 (140 pages titled “Cruise of the Casco,” a daily record of events in the Paumotus and 

Marquesas, 15 July-21 September 1888); 2. Beinecke MS 6224 (57 pages that continue HM 2412); 3. Huntington 

HM 2412 (5 pages outlining The South Seas); 4. David Scott Mitchell Library, Sydney (97 pages of the revised text 

of Part 1 of The South Seas); 5. Beinecke MS 6428-30, 6826 (four one-page fragments of the revised text of Part II 

of The South Seas); Beinecke MS 6431-34, 6. Huntington HM 2421 and Princeton University Library 

(approximately 40 pages of the revised text of the Gilbert Islands part(s) of The South Seas; 7. Beinecke MS 6435-

39, Princeton University Library and Houghton Library, Harvard (15 pages comprising revised text of The South 

Seas); 8. Beinecke MS 6441-2, 6443-4, 7069, and Huntington (the notebook and revised versions of text for The 

South Seas); 9. The South Seas: A Record of Three Cruises (London: Cassell and Company, 1890: twenty-two 

copies printed to secure copyright); 10. “The South Seas: Life Under the Equator: Letters from a Leisurely 

Traveller” (The Sun, New York, thirty-four installments); 11. “The South Seas: A Record of Three Cruises” (Black 

and White, London, twenty-seven installments); 12. In the South Seas (Edinburgh Edition, vol. 20 [1896] edited by 

Sidney Colvin; Stevenson’s individual chapters appeared together for the first time other than serially, and as a 
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phototextual practice by providing a space for interpretative strategies and novel, experimental 

readings of the encounter between his photographs and the incomplete drafts of his aborted 

Pacific oeuvre.
6
  

Sassoon’s criticism of the prevailing paradigm for the transformation of material 

collections into digital galleries – the privileging of “image content” over “original contexts and 

relationships both with other photographs and related forms of material” (305) – is valid but 

verges on the apocalyptic. By asserting that digitizing photograph collections necessarily 

produces an “image bank,” which exists “without reference to associated contexts or clues as to 

their previous physical embodiment” (312), Sassoon accurately describes the current digital state 

of the Stevenson album collection, although this in no way signals the collection’s demise as a 

meaningful “‘cultural object’” (317); in fact, The Writers’ Museum’s iBase has crucially 

enhanced scholarly and public access to the collection’s contents. My new critical edition builds 

on this initial digital treatment by encouraging endless re-iterations of Stevenson’s fragmentary 

and incomplete textual project. The concept of montage – “the technique of producing a new 

composite whole from fragments” (OED) – underpins this digital edition by colliding disparate 

literary and photographic elements in order to produce original and alternative afterlives.   

                                                                                                                                                             
distinct work); 13. In the South Seas (Swanston Edition, vol. 18 [1912] edited by Andrew Lang); 14. Beinecke MS 

6717 (eleven page notebook comprising a list in Stevenson and Fanny Stevenson’s hand of photographs and their 

location in the photograph albums).  
6
 For varied critical approaches to electronic editions of literary texts, see, for instance, Kathryn Sutherland’s edition 

Electronic Text: Investigations in Method and Theory (1997), Susan Hockey’s Electronic Texts in the Humanities 

(2000),  Matthew G. Kirschenbaum’s article “Editing the Interface: Textual Studies and First Generation Electronic 

Objects” (2002), Katherine Hayle’s How We Think: Digital Media and Contemporary Technogenesis (2012), and 

John Hartley, Jean Burgess, and Axel Bruns’ A Companion to New Media Dynamics (2013).  
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Appendices and Textual Note 

In the following transcriptions of Yale Beinecke MS. 664 and Yale Beinecke MS. 6717 I have 

adhered, as closely as possible, to the original spelling, punctuation, and captialization of the 

original manuscripts. I have used double quotation marks when an actual quotation is found 

within the document and parentheses when they are part of the original document. I have used 

square brackets for my own insertions, for instance: [written sideways in margin]. My 

comments/explanations are always italicized and contained within square brackets. I have also 

used chevrons to indicate when Stevenson has included a superscript. When the manuscript is 

illegible due to ink blotting I have indicated this as such: [MS. illegible]. If a word is uncertain a 

question mark enclosed in square brackets is placed after every questionable word: [?]. When 

Stevenson has underlined words in the text for emphasis this is retained in my transcription; for 

words that are crossed out in the manuscript, the strikethrough font is used.  

In the case of MS. 6717, the eleven page notebook shared by Stevenson and Fanny 

Stevenson, the left hand side is in Fanny’s hand, while the right is Stevenson’s. Fanny’s script is 

very small and in blank ink; in contrast, Stevenson’s script is much harder to decipher, as it is 

often done in pale pencil. Furthermore, Fanny’s notes are organized in neat columns, while 

Stevenson’s are often written on a slant and scribbled out. Due to the presence of both hands on 
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three pages of this document I have chosen to transcribe Stevenson’s writing in a different font in 

order to distinguish it clearly from Fanny’s.  

 

 

Appendix A Transcription of Beinecke MS. 664 “A Samoan Scrapbook” 

A Samoan Scrapbook. 

The reader is asked to glance through the photograph <book> of the late, ill-starred Hawaiian 

mission to Samoa; and to hear, as he goes, some such running, <after-dinner> commentary as the 

exhibition of the <a> photograph book implies. 

 In all the South Sea matters, the question of the missionary leads. [MS. illegible] 

Nowhere in the world have missions been succeeded so well, effected changes so considerable or 

been so [MS. illegible] loudly blamed; but even the greatest enemies of the mission movement, 

appear inclined to make some exception in favour of the London Mission. [MS. illegible] Though 

I have been <was> some time in these waters. I had never had the pleasure of meeting any 

English missionary; but in Tahiti, I had an opportunity of observing their completed work <that 

which they had built>. The founders were gone, like the Romans; [MS. illegible] <and> their 

work survived them in the form of an autonomous and active native church. The method has 

been the same in [MS. illegible] Samoa; and the success is not doubted; and the reader can here 

see for himself (A) a protestant church with some part of its attentive congregation, (B) a group 

of Sunday school children fresh out of the school, (C) a view of some <a> part of the seminary 

for native pastors, showing some of the students – divinity students – in their seminary tropical 

attire and some of the houses where they live during their term of study, (D) a full fledged pastor, 

a very worthy fellow, I am told, standing before the door of – what shall we say?  - the vicarage 
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with his daughter by his side, and (E) a general view of the annual confer convocation where 

pastors meet and whither they bring with them their contributions to the church. [MS. illegible] 

In these fine pictures, I think we have a very fair and <very> favourable account of the whole 

Samoan church: [MS. illegible] <fair, because they are simply random photographs taken with a 

purpose>  entirely artistic; and to [my?] view favourable in every [MS. illegible] feature.  

[Page 1 of the MS. has been rewritten by Stevenson] 

A Samoan Scrapbook. 

The reader is asked to glance through the photograph book of the late ill-starred Hawaiian 

mission to Samoan, and hear, as he goes, a running, after-dinner commentary. 

 In all South Sea talk, the question of the missionary leads. Nowhere else have Christian 

missions enjoyed a greater measure of immediate success, or suffered under <and perhaps 

deserved> sharper criticism. Yet I observed that even the most unfriendly cities appear inclined 

to make an exception in favour of the London Mission. But there is The London Mission is 

perhaps  <one of> the most conspicuous for its  <by> success, and it has had the fortune to be 

expected from blame by some of the most unfavourable critics. Though I was some while <many 

months> in these waters, I never had the pleasure of meeting any English missionary; but in 

Tahiti, I had an opportunity of observing that which they had built. The founders were gone, like 

the Romans; and their work survived them in the form of an active and autonomous 

<autonomous and active> native church. The method has been the same in Samoa: the success is 

not doubted; and the reader can see for himself (A) a protestant church with some part of the 

attentive congregation; (B) a group of Sunday school children fresh from school, (C) a view of a 

part of the seminary for native pastors showing a few of the students – divinity students – in their 

summary tropical attire, and some of the houses where they live during their term of study; (D) a 
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full-fledged native pastor, a very worthy fellow, I am told, standing before the door of – what 

shall we say? – the vicarage, with his daughter by his side; and (E) a general partial view of the 

annual convocation of the church, where progress is reported, zeal refreshed, and the 

contributions of the various districts brought together. In these five pictures, we have a very  fair 

and very favourable account of the Samoan church: fair, because they are simply 

[Page 1 of MS. ends here] 

simply random photographs taken with a design entirely artistic, for the effect and not the 

subject; and favourable to my view entirely favourable in every feature. The students are not 

students only; they are toilers [MS. illegible]; they till the ground, each in his own support; and 

when his term is finished it is hoped <and he goes> abroad to undertake the duties of the 

pastorate, it is hoped that each may carry along with him, not alone spiritual guidance, but the 

example and the methods of productive industry. The busy scene at the convocation testifies to a 

genuine popular interest in the affair: the speeches are listened to with close attention; the long 

line of subscribers to the church come [MS. illegible] laden with their gifts of every sort and of 

every degree of liberality and measures, down as low as a piece of rare wood or even [MS. 

illegible] a single banana; and there are yet other gifts which <offerings>, such as a branch of a 

tree or a stone <a stone or the branch of a tree,> which can be only regarded as symbolical. They 

are <These are carried with the rest in the procession, and> received [MS. illegible] in good part 

as the evidences of a willing mind and a low treasury. ; And the practice is at least graceful. Our 

<For our> European alternative of surreptitiously foisting a button on the churchwarden, not so 

much can be advanced. But the most <There is another> pleasing feature in these illustrations 

has get. After so much that we have heard of the missionary, it is pleasant <good> to see these 

good people going unashamed in their own costume. The pastor’s daughter has indeed modestly 
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concealed her breasts; but this was in honour of that one-eyed and unfamiliar spectator, the 

camera; and as soon as the photograph was taken, the young lady of the vicarage would drop her 

veil, and reappear in her natural costume of a single petticoat.  

 Where the missionaries have not wasted their time preaching self-consciousness, it is 

more than probable they will have succeeded in teaching much of the essential. From the nature 

of the case, native manners persist under Christian forms, and will be only slowly and  

[Page 2 of MS. ends here] 

only partially modified. Conversion can only be complete with fools or with the perfectly 

immoral. As it is, a great change has been affected <wrought>; old, cumbrous and abominable 

institutions have passed away; the name and much of the spirit of Christ have been accepted; and 

yet the sterling and delightful qualities of the race, and the graceful and generous character of 

their society, survive under the new conditions. Here is a feather in the missionary cap; here is a 

pledge of honest thought and open minds brought to a ticklish business.  

 Not only old manners, but (even as at home) old and incongruous superstitions still live 

on among their new surroundings. I will tell <here relate> one story here: in all the South Seas, 

that home-land of thrilling superstitions, I have not heard a better. In the hills behind Apia, a long 

waterfall may be seen hanging among woods; sometimes by day, and sometimes even at night, if 

the moon be shining, surmounted by a rainbow. To this rainbow, Mr Strong (the photographer) 

<(an artist attached to the Hawaiian mission)> had his attention directed by his Samoan servant: 

it meant, he was told, that “the devil was drinking.”  Inquiry elicited a tangled tale: how, up there 

in the woods, there was a huge stone house standing partly ruined; how the house was certainly a 

fine sight, if one had the hardihood to visit it; and how he (the servant) knew the way, but had 

steadily refrained from going; for the neighbourhood, by reason <(because> of the presence of a 
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certain devil) was dangerous to Samoans and fatal to those of a particular clan. After days of 

persuasion, broken bargains and transparent subterfuges, Mr Strong at last set forth for the 

devil’s house, his servant guiding him. They were but a little way in the woods when silence fell 

upon the native; and but a little farther, his courage failed him altogether <had oozed entirely 

out>. It was safe enough for a white man, not for a Samoan, he protested; he would stay where 

he was <and> Mr Strong must continue his researches alone. To anyone at all acquainted with 

tropical vegetation or 

Page 3 of MS. ends here 

Polynesian footpaths, the end is already clear <plain>. For hours, Mr Strong struggled in the 

thicket; he could hear the [MS. illegible] continuous thunder of the cataract close by; to come 

within sight of it was denied him; – and how much more, of the devil and <or> the devil’s house! 

And when at last he desisted and returned to where he had parted from his guide, that the poor 

trembler had fled long since and was safe in the companionship of other men. By all accounts, 

his terror was well-founded. Long ago, when the Tongans were driven from Samoa, one Tongan 

chief elected to stay behind in the scene of their former conquest and recent defeat: < – > so great 

was his love for Samoan and its folk, a love ill-requited; for his country people had scarce put 

sea before the natives rose and slew him. There seemed to be no doubt that in the <mind of the> 

Samoans, that <in this deed> their ancestors had behaved ill <sinned>; there can be none they 

were surprisingly punished. No sooner was the good Tongan dead than he was changed into a 

dreadful devil; dwelling in the woods by the mountain waterfall, where no doubt his house had 

been; perching in tree tops and reaching down with his foot [?] to pick up any passing woman; or 

sitting close in his den, and with an arm endlessly extensible, gathering in the fruit from the next 

mountaintop or the runaway passenger from neighbouring foot-paths. The same convenience 
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served him for his drinking, when he would scoop up water from the gorge of the cascade, filling 

the air with spray and rainbows: only by this sign are men assured of his continued presence; for 

it is long since anyone has ventured near; and it is possible <perhaps> the house may be now 

quite obliterated, and the devil himself fallen (according to the sad lot of South Sea spirits) into 

mere senility and impotence. But of what that <the> house might be, Mr Poor, the Secretary of 

the Hawaiian legation, gives me some idea. He was too deserted like Mr Strong by a <another> 

trembling native guide, on his way to yet  

Page 4 of MS. ends here 

another legendary spot, the Fale o le Fee or House of the Cuttlefish; but more fortunate than Mr 

Strong, he came to his destination, following an avenue of pillars, the approach of ancient 

worshippers. It was a house on the Samoan model, the eaves standing <resting> on pillars, the 

roof rising to a higher pillar in the midst; but all of durable stone; standing there, in its desertion 

<desolation>, undecayed. And there was another singularity: facing the approach, a great open 

archway displayed the interior of the house. Whence, I <we> may ask, the principle of the arch? 

Did the cuttle-fish bring it with him (when he landed) from the depths of the sea? [MS. illegible] 

<the point>. But we have native testimony as to the purpose of this aperture in the temple of the 

unattractive deity in question; < – > [MS. illegible] it seems it was a good thing to behold, but 

perhaps not very canny to approach. It was {N.P Silence surrounds that point, and perhaps (in 

some minds) a modicum of doubt. It is a point that may be left in silence; but as to the purpose of 

this aperture, however  <howsoever> it be constructed, clear native testimony was received. The 

cuttlefish (it appears) was a deity when it was good to behold, but perhaps not very canny to 

approach; and it was} through the arch that worshippers of old, drawing near with their offerings, 

enjoyed one glimpse of the gigantic squid, clinging, with hateful arms, about the centre pillar of 
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his dwelling. It runs in my mind that I have seen something of the sort in as Japanese drawing; 

perhaps some <one> of my readers can correct me. There is no accounting, at least, for taste in 

deti deities; but I think it would be more homelike for a European in the protestant house of 

worship already figured, as in the Roman Catholic chapel (F) with its gaudy altar and intelligent 

looking priest at the corner of the altar rails. This chapel is part of the seminary, where natives 

are educated for catechists, on somewhat <much> the same principles of work and study, the 

shovel and the book, as in <with> the rival protestants. But The Catholics, I hear, are not so 

successful, and I have heard reasons offered. But <indeed, out of all Polynesia,> indeed it is only 

in the Kingdom of Hawaii that catholic missions can be said to prosper wholly; elsewhere they 

hold their (I speak only of what I have seen <(in my observation)> they scarce appear to hold 

their own: in Hawaii, they triumph: . For this, too, reason <cause> 

Page 5 of MS. ends here 

might be adduced; but <that it would carry beyond us beyond the limits of a paper like the 

present> it lies outside of such an article as this. It is more to the purpose to observe that the 

Samoan missionaries <seem> <to be> are all English when they are Protestant, and all French 

when they are Catholic. German activity in the group is confined to a little coffee and a great 

deal of gunpowder.  

 For here is the word spoken at last; and with all the will in the world, I can keep no 

longer clear of Germany. This is the photograph both of the Hawaiian embassy, and politics 

come naturally in. The history of that embassy, inside and out, is both interesting and droll, if it 

could be told. I shall not misrepresent King Kalakaua and his late premier, Mr Gibson, if I 

describe them as men deeply interested in the Polynesian race, conceiving it capable of self-

government, and regarding, as misfortunes <an evil> perhaps almost unmissed, that <the> 
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continual snapping-up of South Sea islands by European powers, more or less civilized. Samoa 

was still independent ; but she had been fallen (or had been tricked) into civil war; the powers 

Germany, if she had not agitated, at least was meddled <meddling> in the troubles; <and> it 

seemed a fitting moment for a power of the same race and tongue, to intervene between Samoans 

[MS. illegible]. And <An> embassy was accordingly dispatched, and followed by the Kaimiloa, 

the first and last ship of the Hawaiian navy. Here she is (G) at her moorings in Apia bay. And 

would you not suppose <suspect> the photographer of some political design? For the day is the 

20
th

 June, 1887; and behold the Kaimiloa trimmed for the Queen’s Jubilee and clothing 

<veiling> herself with the smoke of a salute; while the German war-ship , Adler, in the 

background lies silent and undraped.  “The camera cannot lie, Joseph” ; but was one ever more 

insidiously employed?  

 The mission arrived (and indeed departed) in the days of the late Malietoa (H), now a 

prisoner on the Marshall Islands on a (serious 

Page 6 of MS. ends here 

serious charge of not appreciating German influence. An agreement was reached between the 

King and Mr Bush, Hawaiian minister; a deed of confederation was prepared and signed; and the 

signature was celebrated, in the new house of the Hawaiian embassy, with some original 

ceremonies. Malietoa <arrived>, attended by his ministry, two of his armed guards, six native 

policeman, each with a raw hide, and several hundred of his leading chiefs, entered the house 

and took their proper seats. Their coming, as it is described to me, resembled some well-ordered 

pageant on the stage. It went without noise, for every foot was bare; and without noise confusion 

or delay, for each man knew his hereditary place, and had any one presumed, the six policemen 

were each <exactly> versed in genealogy and stood ready <prepared> to vindicate <with the cow 
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hide> the principles of <due> precedence. It was announced they were to be entertained with 

“the royal Kava of Hawaii”. Some of the elements of a claret and white wine punch stood had 

been prepared in a bathtub against the wall; [MS. illegible] <in> front of this, two members of 

the embassy stood forth, sword in hand; went through some ornamental fencing, saluted, crossed 

the swords over the bathtub, set sugar loaves upon the swords, poured brandy on the sugar, and 

set the spirit burning. The Samoans are themselves a race of ceremonious drinkers; and these 

original ceremonies delighted them <this original performance pleased them hugely>. They 

watched in rapt silence till the sugar was all burned into the punch, and hailed the completion of 

the brew with clapping hands and hurrahs. One versed in precedence then stood up, and named 

the guests in the order of their rank; each, as he was named, twice clapping hands and standing 

forward for his glass. It is to be feared the punch was of a liberal conception; for the proceedings 

then <now> became less regular. Malietoa, who was a quiet <gentle> and pacific gentleman 

<sovereign>, took an early opportunity to escape; high chiefs fell to dancing, a thing incredibly 

beneath their station;  

Page 7 of MS. ends here 

shoulders[?] of the presumptuous; <and> day found the house carpeted with slumbering 

grandees, who must be roused, doctored with coffee and sent home. Yet the whole passed 

without a quarrel: the incredible magnitude [?] of the Polynesian  triumph even over <royal> 

punch.  

 The /present Malietoa, Mataafa, was not/ present by at this the advice <of his priest> (for 

he is a catholic) he was holding at that time a position quite apart from politics; living in his own 

and having a place, having <holding> at that time no relations with Tamasese the rebel, and as 

little as might he could with Malietoa the legitimate king. But Mataafa was a man of 
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consequence; and the Hawaiian mission, pursuing their its policy which was [MS. illegible] to 

heal the wounds of internecine strife, decided <at his request> to carry down the Kaimiloa and 

visit the chief in state. Here (J) is a photograph of the interview <meeting>, the /three figures in 

the midst being Mataafa himself, in the white clothes, Mr Bush <in the dark>, and Mr Poor 

<with his hat in his hand>. But the interview was not suffered to proceed without interruption./   

 It is well to be fair to the Germans. They wanted Samoa: the civil war was their 

opportunity; <and the> the arrival of this mission from Hawaii was the unluckiest <a most 

unlucky >circumstance that could have. [MS. illegible] The mere sight of the flag was a 

significant reminder to the natives, how some of their own race had managed to attain a footing 

among civilized powers; <and> the policy pursued <by the mission> was besides only fatal to 

<the> German interests. Accordingly when the Kaimiloa left Apia bay, she was followed by the 

Adler; and Mataafa was no sooner set down in council with the Hawaiians, than he was 

surrounded by two German officers. They came, <the> bearing<s> a friendly invitation, to carry 

the chief on board the  

Page 8 of MS. ends here 

Adler. Seeing <[MS. illegible]> that Mataafa was then entertaining the ambassador of a 

sovereign power, who had come on purpose to visit him <and hear in> <[MS. illegible]> the 

Kaimiloa lay <close ashore> in his own bay, and that the Adler (owing to the greater draught) 

some miles to seaward, the impudence of the proposition appears almost silly. It paints at least, 

in very lively colours, the annoyance with which Germany looked on upon these interventions of 

the Germans <of the Germans. Doubtless, when you feel the German empire at> your back, there 

is something  it is difficult to look on without impatience while a power of the powerlessness of 

Hawaii profits by <the fact> her imperial station <independence>, flaunts her flag under <under 
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your eyes> upon her single war ship, and sends her <a gentleman undeniably entitled to the style 

of an> ambassador, to compare those differences which you have been laboriously [?] 

formenting.  [MS. Illegible] flag and war ship And [MS. Illegible] remember it was no easy 

business to forment <them>. Tamasese the rebel was even then weary of this fact <rebellion>; 

his native ministry were sick of the [MS. Illegible]  <[MS. Illegible] life appealed to him and 

even>his ministry were as weary as himself. How many portfolios[?] go to make up the Samoan 

cabinet this German prime minister, Herr Brandeis, [?] The poor gentleman, is still figuring as a 

German puppet, by all accounts, with the same ill-disguised reluctance; but of those who <then>  

sat with in his cabinet, three ( to my knowledge ) /among these his <the> premier , Amatuanae,/ 

are today  in the woods <today at this hour> with Mataafa. Three I say to my knowledge, and To 

have the Hawaiians tampering with the doubtful Mataafa was bad enough; to catch them in 

communication <that they should come> in communication with Tamasese, the grudging 

centerpiece of the whole german policy, was not to be endured. I am sorry if any of my 

disclosures should embarrass Tamasese; <but> he had no barriers to make a rebellion, and I 

<[?]> think little of his convenience must take precedence of the [?] 

And yet that was precisely what befell. Messengers came 

Page 9 of MS. ends here  

Yet that was precisely what befell. Tamasese found means to communicate with the Hawai’ians, 

<and> to express his aspirations after peace, flight on the Kaimiloa, and a house in the 

neighbourhood of Honolulu: a private station in the a foreign land appearing in the whole a better 

destiny, than to contrive to reign over a dwindling rebellion, and be reigned over in turn by the 

iron handed Mr Brandeis. That gentleman, ostensibly a supernumerary white premier, was in fact 

the hand of Germany holding the nose of Tamasese to the <grindstone of the war>. Or let us say, 
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more exactly, the hand of the German trading company; in whose employment Mr Brandeis first 

landed in Samoa as a clerk. They tell me, he was a poor clerk; but the right place was found for 

the right man when he was deported <sent> to Tamasese’s village, where he drilled the troops, 

the ministry and the king himself, erected fortifications, kept the thread of diplomacy, and 

proved himself a valuable servant, and made himself a dreaded master.  

 Behind the back of <this> Mr Brandeis, Tamasese and his cabinet intrigued with the 

Hawai’ians, and, came so near to an agreement that a personal interview was decided for a 

particular day. Mr Poor and Mr Strong landed in the rebel country; and while the secretary 

concealed himself, according to agreement , in the outlying house of an English settler, the 

photographer, bent a course upon nothing but photography, entered Tamasese’s village. It was a 

gala day; three hundred recruits had come in, a welcome reinforcement; and a feast in Polynesian 

style was being made for their reception. Here (K) is the presentation of the food, which Mr 

Strong was doubtless glad to have a chance of photographing. He was scarce so pleased when he 

came to the house of Tamasese, to find Herr <Mr> Brandeis very wide awake and backed, for 

the occasion by the German  

Page 10 of MS. ends here 

Vice-Consul, Herr <Mr>. Sommenschein. The whole party may be seen here (L) in front of the 

rebel palace, Tamasese seated on a mat between his wife and Amatuanae, another of the ministry 

at his back <standing> respectfully at his back. Herr <Mr> Sommenschein, quite a dashing and 

buccaneer-like figure in his dark sash, and Herr <Mr> Brandeis (of whom even the camera 

seems to have been afraid) composing his spirits with tobacco.  

 A sight ensued to which it is difficult to do justice under several chapters. On the one 

hand, there was  <The dramatis personae includes> Mr Poor <was> in the Englishman’s house, 
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impatiently awaiting the conspirators; Tamasese and his cabinet, {illegible} blocked in the 

village, and no less impatiently striving to escape to their appointment; Herren <Mssrs> Brandeis 

and Sommenschein, with impatience of a different description, straining every nerve to keep the 

parties separate; and Mr Strong himself in a most anomalous position <in the midst>. Mr Strong, 

it should be said, speaks German fluently, a fact he had not yet disclosed; and his amusement and 

<he was  scarce scarcely more> amused than emba<r>rassed, as he sat that night in the house of 

Tamasese, to be able to follow the annoyance, the discussions and the changing designs of his 

opponents. First, the king himself was missing, and there was a false alarm that he was had 

escaped run the blockade and was in conference with Mr Poor. Next, there came certain news 

that two of the cabinet <ministry> had <indeed> escaped and were at Englishman’s house; 

whereupon (in spite of Tamasese, who tried to defend the independence of his cabinet) the 

German premier collected a band of warriors, marched out of the village, arrested the 

delinquents, brought them back, and clapped them in the shanty of corrugated iron which served 

for gaol. In was now plain that the secret <conspiracy> was public property;  Mr Poor’s <the 

Hawai’ian> interpreter, 

Page 11 of MS. ends here 

besides, had been arrested; and there being no further need to affect secrecy, Mr poor came 

himself to the to the village to demand the prisoner. The gates were held  in force; but the boat’s 

crew were daring fellows: at their head marched Sikeoni (M), a true Samoan fire-eater, swinging 

his long knife; the Tamasese’s men besides knew that  <were besides paralyzed> by the feeling 

of divided and <indeed> opposing counsels at headquarters; and Mr Poor reached without 

serious resistance, the house of Amatuanae, where he demanded and succeeded in effecting the 

release of the interpreter. He was not long there, however, when <before Mr> Brandeis arrived; 
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and the scenes that followed ranged from melodrama – as when a pistol was not very wisely 

called in operation – to the highest style of comedy, as when Mr Strong suddenly discharged his 

proficiency in German. They may be said to have concluded in a mixed genus, when Mr Poor 

was carried off by an armed mob and clapped in the corrugated iron gaol, along with that 

population of the cabinet which had been, a little while before, withdrawn from their grave 

functions. Bu t there was yet an afterpiece, and here melodrama reigned supreme. Sikeoni, who 

was killed only the other day in the last battle, and in whose face the reader can perceive legible 

evidences of both courage and capacity, had cleverly withdrawn the boat’s crew at an early stage 

of the contention.   Among the indifferent and semi-indifferent population access outside 

<beyond> Tamasese’s marches, he collected a body of armed men, returned with these under 

cloud of night, demolished the corrugated iron gaol, and extricated the Hawai’ian secretary and 

the rump of the rebel cabinet. They, poor fellows, confessed they were in a situation very 

difficult; the fear of Brandeis was strong upon <with> them, stronger than  

Page 12 of MS. ends here 

the love of office; the Hawai’ian boat removed them from their native district, and the “became 

chiefs” on the side of Malietoa.  

 There is no question but Herren Mssrs. Sommenschein and Brandeis hailed this escape as 

not the least fortunate episode of that dramatic night. Their end was gained; Tamasese had not 

encountered the Hawai’ians; his notion of their <German> watchfulness was doubtless raised; 

and Mr Poor was at the best an awkward prisoner. When that gentleman demanded explanations, 

the next day, from the German consulate, he was informed that Germany had nothing to do with 

it. “You have been repeatedly warned not to trust yourself among these savages,” said that 

consul. And it was well <neatly> said {illegible}. But to one was privy, through Mr Strong’s 
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{illegible} knowledge of German, to the whole inwards of the night’s proceeding, the reply must 

have been pungently annoying. As matter of fact, Mr Poor, in who shares some of that 

astonishingly “savage” Polynesian blood, was a great deal safer among Samoans than you and I 

in the good city of London.  

 The end was sure to come, and it came. The presence of the Kaimiloa was declared a 

casus belli by the German government; the Hawai’ian embassy withdrew; - and there was the 

end of the photograph book <– >and of my article. But I must <may be allowed to> add two 

considerations. (I.) a power first launching <for the first time> into the business of colonization, 

which is indeed at the best is only an insidious form of war recurs <recurs> as (if by nature) to 

the pristine methods. Our own hands are not as long washed, that we can afford any extravagant 

festival of self-complacency. The Germans, in this corner, are our juniors; they will soon learn 

better: only we should help to learn.  

Insert marked for placing as indicated: 

I have already named Sikeoni: here (M) is a drawing of the [illegible] face, the reader wil 

perceive legible marks of courage and capacity; over his brow, the scar of one out of many 

wounds that told the story of his powers; around his neck a princely necklace.  

For this last a word of explanation is required. It was an armament in the possession of Mr 

Strong; Sikeoni, without land of strict precedency, was not of a fit rank to wear it; and if an artist, 

at the cost of a great expenditure of eloquence, over persuaded him to put it on and sit, thus 

accountered, for his portrait. The poor fellow (who was killed in the last battle with the germans) 

and no anticipation of publicity. At an early stage of the contention, Sikeoni had cleverly 

withdrawn the boat’s crew.   
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Appendix B Transcription of Yale MS. 6717 

Page 1 of MS. Fanny’s hand 

 

Auenua or High St, Fakarava        B 11                         

Anaho Bay                                                Book B. 1          

Apemama Girl                                         C 44 

Apemama, Equator Town                        A 32, 33 

Apemama, King writing history              A 24 

" Foo Bay                                        A 24 

" King’s carriage                            A 24 

" Slave girls presented to R.L.S    A 25, 35 

" King saying goodbye       A 26 

" King of       A 26, 27, 29,30, 34 

" House of King’s brother            A 28 

" Group of King’s wives               A 28, 29 

" Council of war     A 30 

" Army of                 A 30, 31 

" Stevenson’s camp                 A 31, 34 

" King of dining with Stevenson’s camp   A 34 

" Interior of       A 37 

" A trade gale        A 37 

" Mesmerist medicine men     A 38 

" Devil-work tree etc                      A 38, 39 

" Ocean beach        A 39 

" Great dance in        A 40, 41, 42, 43 

Apia, King’s house in        A 43 

" peculiar dress in                  A 49 

" native house near                         A 54 

Apiang Island, looking across lagoon    A 21 

" Street in       A 22 

" Mrs. S being carried ashore        A 22 

" Interior of Chinese trader’s house    A 22 

" Yard with ex-Queen of Butaritari    A 23 

" Island                                               A 18 

" A negroe’s trading house             A 18 

Avenue Suwarrow Island  C 18 

 

Page 1 of MS. in Stevenson’s hand 

 

Fighting stone page 15 

Also peace sticks 

Portrait of Maka + Mary also Nan Tok + wife 17 

 

Portrait of Sitione 20 [MS. Illegible] road 

If a picture can be found Quiros-Santa Hermosa- 
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Swayne’s Island-or Jenny’s Island-it would come here on page 21 [MS. Illegible] 

There should be a picture of natives along the shore at Pukapuka for page 23 

Try and get a Manihiki picture for page 25 

 

King of Manihiki with a [MS. Illegible] on his shoulders for page 29 

Return cabin boy from Quiros [MS. Illegible] island-22 

 

Penrhyn landing at white traders house-37 

Penrhyn headquarters in the foreground-39 

Penrhyn, packing the shell page 42 

Penrhyn-proud lady figurehead page 38 

 

Suwarrow, Tin Jack in the [MS. Illegible] distance. -47 

 

Schooner in the Ellices with natives [MS. Illegible] party, page 68 

 

Page 2 of MS. in Fanny’s hand 

 

Behind the village Tautira   B 16, 17, 18, 24 

Black boys setting sail   C 24 

Borabora     B 35, 34 

Butaritari, King, wife & guards  A 4 

" Returning from dance house  A 4 

" Outside dance house   A 4 

" Starting dance in open air  A 4 

" Interior of native house  A 5 

" The church    A 6 

" Hawai’ian missionaries  A 6 

" King, Queen, army & artillery A 7 

" View of great dance house  A 7 

" Mysterious tomb in interior  A 8 

" R.L.S. in interior   A 8 

" General view    A 9, 10, 11 

" Two friends in    A 9, 10 

" Men climbing cocoa nut tree  A 12 

" Canoe with sail set   A 12 

" First sight of    A 2 

" Little crown prince   A 2 

" Mr Rick’s wharf   A 2 

" Boys loading copra   A 2 

" House in    A 2 

" Scenes in     A 3 

" Ex-Queen of    A 23 

" Interior of “Sans Souci”, at  A 14 

" Gilbert Island Girl   A 14 

" Native dance    A 15, 16, 17 
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Page 2 of MS. in Stevenson’s hand 

 

Girl on the Captain’s bridge in the Ellice islands page 71 

Page 77, here should go pictures of canoes and the ship [Written sideways] 

 

Tom Day page 85 

 

At page 87 should be a picture of the landing at Nanouti 

 

Inside of Tembinoka’s harem maniap-page 89 

 

Tembinoka in litter page 91 

 

Flag-page 89 

 

One page 92 should come the picture of Tembinoka coming on board the Equator [MS. Illegible] 

Apemama cook house [MS. Illegible] – page 92 

 

A dance in Apemama [MS. Illegible] and page 92 

 

To be 3 of the girls come in [MS. Illegible] 

 

Equator ship page 49. Used as [MS. Illegible] page 98 calls for picture of church of Mariki 

 

Page 94 should be a picture of Jaluit 

 

Page 3 of MS. in Fanny’s hand 

 

Calaboose, Fakarava  B 14 

Canoe in Ellice Island  C 25 

Capt Tom Smith’s cutter & the Casco  B 13 

"    " House  

Casco boat  B 1 

Casco at her moorings  B 4, 16 

Chief at Ori’s front step  B 22 

Chief’s open dining room Tautira  B 18 

Church, Pere Oreus before  B 9 

Cocoa nuts, climbing  B 12 

Coming aboard  B 1 

Council of war, Apemama  A 30 

Daily scenes of Island landing  C 25 

Dancing girls  A 15 

Dan Reeve & family  B 3 

"    " House                                          B 4 

Devil box, Tembenoka’s wives with  C 44 
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Devil work tree etc  A 25, 38, 39 

Diplomatic relations  B 15 

Donat, interior Governor & population B 11 

" On steps of Government house  

 

Page 4 of MS. in Fanny’s hand 

 

Ellice Island     C 26 

"       " Pretty girl in    C 26 

"        " Canoe in     C 25 

"         "Native village    C 44 

Equator Town     A 32, 33 

“Equator”, the schooner   A 1, 67, 68 

Fagaloa     A 53, 60, 63, 64<a>, 64<b> 

Fagaloa, natives welcoming party  A 64<b> 

" Waterside path near   A 65 

" Bridge near    A 66 

Fakarava, High street in    B 11 

"          "The pool    B 12 

"          "The graveyard   B 14, 37 

Feast given by king    B 40 

Fort, Suwarrow    C 20, 21 

Gente Hemosa Island    C 22, 23 

German harbor-brig    C 44 

Gilbert Island girl    A 14 

"           "Canoe, a    A 12 

Girl in sulphur fuming box   C 3, 4 

" In Tokolau Islands   C 4<a>, 5<a> 

Girls’ costume     C 5<a> 

Graveyard Fakarava    B 14, 37 

Group with R.L.S. and others            B 36, 39 

Group of Tahitians    B 2 

 

Page 5 of MS. in Fanny’s hand  

 

Hakakai Moipu B 5 

House in Tautira B 17 

House of the widow, corpse within B 15 

Inside the bar Tautira B 16, 17 

Janet Nicoll, officers view of C 43 

Islands of Borabora B 34, 35 

Kana Nui B 2 

King of Manihiki C 6 

Kingsmill Islands, King Tembenoka & suite C 34, 35, 36 

Kingsmill Islands, cruising amongst A 67, 68 

Koomua B 1 
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Kuria Island, weighing copra C 36 

Lagoonside B 9 and 10 

Leper settlement B 50 

Leaf sail of canoe B 20 

Leg of Vaitepu with tatooing B 31 

Little girls singing C 15 

" Boys stowing pearl shell     C 15 

Little Makin  Island, child of A 17 

Lloyd Osbourne in chief’s dress B 53, 54 

Lufi-lufi, scene near A 59 

Lufi-lufi scenes A 59 

Lufi-lufi, Tamasese’s house in A 61 

 

Page 6 of MS. in Fanny’s hand 

 

Majuro   C 29, 30, 35 

Majuro, one of the king’s of   C 31, 32 

Malua, missionary college at   A 58 

Manihiki natives   C 7 

" dancers    C 7 

Mariki Island, trade [?] in              A 19 

"       " Wreck of “Jenny Walker”  A19  

"       "   Scene   A 20 

"       "   Speak-house   A 20 

"       "   Wickerwork church   A 21 

"       "   Street scene   A 3 

"       "    Shelling copra   A 3 

Marshall Islands, scene in   C 35 

"        "   Majuro   C 29, 30 

Marquesas Islands   B 2 

"         "  Scene in   B 32 

"         "  Native house   B 33 

Marquesan dance   B 2 

"        "   God   B 38 

"        "   Woman dancing   B 32 

"        "    Chief in costume   A 71 

Matautu   A 45 

Mesmerists   A 25, 38, 39 

Michel, Frere   B 5, 38 

Missionary college at Malua   B 58 

Moipu dancing   B 31 

"         "  Retainers   B 5 

"         " And Paaeua   B 7 

"         "  The Captain & Lloyd   B 7 

"         " House and retainers   B 6 

Morea, Society Islands   B 75 
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[Page 7 of MS. Fanny’s hand only] 

Regler’s baby   B 2 

River mouth, Tautira   B 16 

Saliofata, evening meal at   A 64 

" Street in    A 64<a> 

" Native clergymen’s house in  A 64 

Samoa houses in   A 44, 45, 51 

" Carrying canoe    A 44 

"            Matautu   A 45 

"            Scene in   A 45, 46, 52, 59 

"            Native girls   A 46, 47, 48, 55, 56 

"           Chief’s daughter with hunchback A 46 

"            Girls making kava   A 46, 47 

"            Dancing girls   A 47, 57, 58 

"            Playing cricket   A 47 

"           Peculiar dress in Apia   A 49 

"           Native   A 50, 51 

"           Woman   A 50 

"           Fagaloa   A 53, 60 

"           Mission college at Malaua   A 59 

"           Native clergyman’s house   A 62 

"           Missionary whale boat   A 63 

"           King’s house in Apia   A 43 

Samoans   A 50, 51, 55, 56 

“Sans Souci”, interior bar room   A 14 

Savage Island, boy from   C 39 

Slave girls presented to R.L.S.   A 25, 35 

Society Islands, Morea   A 75 

Stevenson being mesmerized   A 25, 34 

"          Mrs, and native lady   C 5<a> C 7<a> 

Stevenson’s house   B 43, 44, 45, 46, 47, 48 

[Page 8 of MS. Fanny’s hand only] 

Stevenson’s camp, Apemama   A 31 

Stevenson and Lloyd   B 22, 37 

Sulphur fuming box, girl in   C 3, 4 

Suwarrow Island   C 16, 17, 18 

"     Fort   C 20, 21 

 

Page 9 of MS. in Fanny’s hand 

 

Tahiti, lake in A 72 

" Stream in    A 72 

"       Native house in   A 73 

"                 Taravas harbor A 74 

"                 Mountain peaks of A 75 

"                 General view A 75, C 44 
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"                 Seaport of B 29 

"                 House & bread fruit trees B 27 

"                 Girl drinking A 70 

"                 Street in A 70 

"                 Tautira in A 69 

"                 Tahitian scene B 30 

"                 Tahitians, group of B 28 

Tamasese, his house A 61 

" Portrait    A 61 

" Surrounded by chiefs   A 62 

Tautira, river mouth B 16 

" Inside the bar    B 16, 17 

" Behind the village   B 16, 17, 18, 24 

" House in    B 17 

" Chief’s dining room    B 18 

" view of    A 69, B 49 

"           "                " B 17 

Tattoed Marquesan B 4 

Tattoing, the pain of B 1, 4, 3 

Taravao, the harbor A 74 

Taviera Mahinini B 15 

Tchea [?], chief’s sister, Princess [?] etc B 22 

Tembenoka, king A 26 

" and adopted son   B 7 

" a few wives of    C 35,44 

Tom Day, a trader on Nukanau Is C 37, 38 

Tokolau Islands, girl in C 4<a>, 5<a> 

 

Page 10 of MS. in Fanny’s hand 

 

Trade gale, a    A 37  

Trader, white and family    C 33  

Triopae    B 33  

 

Page 10 of MS. in Stevenson’s hand 

 

Page 96 should be a picture of [MS. Illegible] king and Topsy 

 

Page 97 [MS. Illegible] + Topsy 

 

Page 11 of MS. in Fanny’s hand 

 

Union or Tokelau Islands   C 1, 2, 5 

Vaitepu, leg of with tattoing   B 31 

Widow and her friend   B 15 

Woman in tapa   B 8 
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Figures 

 

Fig.1. “A mysterious tomb – supposed to be a king’s tomb – interior of Butaritari” 

 

Fig.2. “[Untitled album page]” 
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Fig.3. “[Album page] In the ‘Equator’ – cruising amongst the Kingsmill Islands” 

 

Fig.4. “[Album page] In the ‘Equator’ – amongst the Kingsmill Islands” 
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Fig.5. Detail “[Untitled album page]” 

 

Fig.6. “Same” 
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Fig.7. “Butaritari – Daily Life” 

 

Fig.8. Detail “Mariki Island – Gilbert Islands. Street Scene” 
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Fig.9. Detail “Mariki – shelling copra – i.e. picking the dry cocoa nut flesh out of the nut; – it is 

thus ready for putting into bag, and shipping off.” 

 

  

Fig.10. “Native girl coming on board after bath” 
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Fig.11. Detail “In the ‘Equator’ – amongst the Kingsmill Islands” 

 

 

Fig.12. “Harem and little son of King Tembenoka (naked) on their passage from Arimuka to 

Apemama – Kingsmill Islands” 
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Fig.13. Detail “Harem and little son...” 

 

  

Fig.14. “Girls’ Costume in Tokelau Is.” 
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Fig.15. Detail “Girls’ Costume…” 

 

Fig.16. Detail “Girls’ Costume…” 

 



 

 

254 

 

 

Fig. 17. “Outside of the great dance-house, Butaritari, during the competition between the 

dancers of Butaritari and those of Little Makin” 

 

Fig.18. “Returning from the great dance-house” 
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Fig.19. “Two dancing girls from Little Makin – Gilbert Islands. Belong to dancers brought by 

Chief Karaiti to Butaritari to compete with local dancers” and “Butaritari: – Native dance”. 

 

 

Fig.20. “Same.” 
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Fig.21. “Same.” 

 

Fig.22. “Same” 
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Fig. 23. Detail “Two dancing girls...” 

 

Fig.24. Detail “Butaritari – Native dance” 
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Fig.25. Detail “Butaritari – Native dance” 

 

 

    Fig.26. “Attempt to start a dance in open air”  
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Fig.27. “Four of Moipu’s retainers” 

 

Fig.28. Detail “Hakaiki Moipu, dispossessed chief of Atuona, in war costume” 
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Fig.29. “Moipu, the captain, and Lloyd” 

 

Fig.30. “Moipu and Paaaeua, as the past and present...” 
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Fig.31. “Moipu and the captain” 

 

 

Fig.32.“Moipu (chief of Atuona, Marqusas Is) dancing. (From sketch)” 

“Marquesan woman dancing (from sketch)” 

“Leg of Vaitepu with tattooing. The present Queen of Marquesas Is. From sketch” 
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Fig.33. Facing pages “Lloyd Osbourne in Marquesan Chief’s full dress”; “[Untitled]” 
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Fig.34. “[Untitled]” 
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Fig.35. “The Queen’s Tatooed Leg” (Black & White) 

 

Fig.36. “Marquesan Dancers in Feasting Dress” (Black & White) 
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Fig.37. “Moipu and Paaaeua as the Past and Present in Atuona” (Black & White)  

 

 

Fig.38. “Marquesan Warrior in Fighting Dress” (Black & White) 
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Fig.39. “Samoan Chief” 

 

Fig.40. “Samoan natives” 
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Fig.41. “Hut native in Samoa” 

 

Fig.42. Detail “Hut native in Samoa” 
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Fig.43.“Group of natives in Samoa.” 

 

Fig.44. Detail “Group of natives in Samoa.” 

 

 


