
American and European Writers in Polynesia,
1850-1950: A Literary Exploration of the
Pacific's Enigmatic Realm
: The Allure of the Pacific

The vast and enigmatic expanse of the Pacific Ocean has long captivated
the imaginations of writers and travelers alike. Its shimmering waters,
verdant islands, and diverse cultures beckoned explorers from distant
shores, leaving an enduring legacy of literary works that illuminate the
complexities and wonders of this remarkable region.
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In the period between 1850 and 1950, a wave of American and European
writers embarked on extraordinary journeys to Polynesia, eager to witness
its pristine landscapes, encounter its vibrant indigenous communities, and
explore its rich cultural heritage. Their experiences and observations found
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expression in a wealth of travelogues, novels, short stories, and poems that
continue to captivate readers today.

Herman Melville: Moby-Dick's Pacific Odyssey

One of the most renowned literary figures to venture into the Pacific was
Herman Melville. His epic novel Moby-Dick (1851) immortalized the whaling
voyages that brought American sailors into contact with Polynesian islands
and cultures. Melville's vivid descriptions of the South Seas, from the lush
Marquesas to the volcanic Galapagos, provide a glimpse into the awe and
wonder that this exotic realm inspired in 19th-century explorers.



Robert Louis Stevenson: Sailing the South Seas

Another influential writer who left an indelible mark on Polynesian literature
was Robert Louis Stevenson. His classic adventure novel Treasure Island
(1883) captivated readers with its thrilling tale of pirates and hidden
treasure. But it was Stevenson's later travels in the South Seas that truly
solidified his reputation as a literary explorer of the Pacific.
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Stevenson's vivid accounts of his experiences in Samoa, Tonga, and the
Marquesas, published in In the South Seas (1896),captured the essence of
the region's exotic beauty and its complex social dynamics. His insights into
Polynesian culture, from traditional customs to the effects of European
colonialism, continue to resonate with readers.

Somerset Maugham: Unveiling Exotic Polynesia

In the early 20th century, Somerset Maugham emerged as a literary giant
whose works often explored the allure and dangers of exotic destinations.
His short story collection The Pacific (1919) introduced Western readers to
the sensual and mysterious world of Polynesia. Maugham's tales delved
into the complexities of cross-cultural encounters, exposing the tensions
and misunderstandings that arose between European travelers and the
indigenous peoples they encountered.



Somerset Maugham, a master of the short story form, unveiled the exotic allure and
hidden tensions of Polynesia.

Jack London: In Search of Adventure and Social Justice

Jack London, the celebrated author of The Call of the Wild
(1903),embarked on a daring voyage to the South Seas in 1907. His
experiences sailing on the schooner Snark led to the publication of The
Cruise of the Snark (1911),a fascinating account of his encounters with
Polynesian cultures and his growing awareness of social injustices in the
region.
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London's writings not only depicted the beauty of Polynesian landscapes
but also highlighted the exploitation and degradation that had been inflicted
upon indigenous communities. His passionate advocacy for social justice in
the Pacific continues to inspire activists and policymakers today.

James Michener: Epic Tales of Polynesia

In the post-World War II era, James Michener emerged as a prolific
storyteller who chronicled the histories and cultures of diverse regions
across the globe. His novel Hawaii (1959) became an instant bestseller,
sweeping readers away with its epic tale of the Hawaiian Islands from pre-
contact times to the 20th century.



Michener's meticulous research and evocative storytelling style transported
readers to the heart of Polynesian society, revealing its traditions, beliefs,
and struggles. His work continues to be a valuable resource for readers
seeking a deeper understanding of the region's rich heritage.

Margaret Mead: Anthropological Insights into Polynesia
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While many American and European writers focused on the literary
exploration of Polynesia, Margaret Mead approached the region from an
anthropological perspective. Her groundbreaking work in Samoa and Bali,
published in Coming of Age in Samoa (1928) and Sex and Temperament in
Three Primitive Societies (1935),provided a nuanced and insightful
understanding of Polynesian cultures and their unique approaches to
gender, adolescence, and sexuality.

Mead's anthropological studies challenged Western stereotypes and
assumptions about Polynesian societies, contributing to a deeper
appreciation of the diversity and complexity of human experiences. Her
work continues to influence scholars and practitioners in the fields of
anthropology, psychology, and cultural studies.

Enduring Legacy: Polynesia's Impact on Western Literature

The literary legacy of American and European writers in Polynesia from
1850 to 1950 is both vast and enduring. Their works not only captured the
beauty and allure of the region but also explored the complex social,
cultural, and political dynamics that shaped Polynesian societies during a
period of rapid transformation.

From Melville's epic whaling voyages to Michener's sweeping historical
narratives, from Maugham's exotic tales to Mead's anthropological insights,
these literary pioneers played a pivotal role in shaping Western perceptions
of Polynesia and its place in the global imagination.

Today, their works continue to captivate readers, offering a timeless
testament to the enduring power of exploration, cross-cultural exchange,
and the enduring fascination with the enigmatic realm of the Pacific Ocean.
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