Dissertation Proposal

Introduction
My dissertation will, primarily, focus on the lives of two individuals. Firstly, Sir Joseph Banks, an eighteenth-century gentleman best known as the botanist aboard Captain James Cooks first voyage to the Pacific and later, as President of the Royal Society. Secondly, Omai or Mai, a young man brought back from Tahiti by Captain James Cook upon return from his second voyage to the Pacific. When news of Cooks arrival reached Banks he, along with his friend and colleague Dr Solander, went to greet Omai from on board the Resolution. Omai had met Banks and Solander on their visit to Tahiti with Cook several years earlier. Banks effectively took custody of Omai and for the next two years the two men lived and travelled together. Banks introduced Omai to English high society including an introduction to Banks’ personal friend King George III. After two years in England, Omai returned to Tahiti aboard Captain Cooks ship the Resolution, on his third and final voyage.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  O'Brien, Patrick, Joseph Banks a Life (London: the Harvill press, 1987).] 

When reading about the relationship between Banks and Omai for the first time, in Holmes’ age of wonder, one particular aspect of their relationship struck me. Holmes claims that Banks had refused to teach Omai to read and that this had created a ‘scandal’. Holmes also states that Banks had refused to instruct him in Christianity. This struck me as odd, everything I knew of Banks up to that point, suggested that he was a good man and respected other cultures and people of different races. Why then, would he refuse to educate Omai, when so many of his peers objected to his decision?[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Holmes, Richard, 'Joseph Banks in Paradise', in The Age of Wonder (London: Harperpress, 2009).] 

After further reading on the subject I have yet to uncover a ‘scandal’, however, that may become apparent with more research. I have though, found many references to Banks and Omai in numerous primary and secondary sources. So far two main opinions on Banks’ decision regarding Omai’s education have materialised. One contemporary critic of Banks, the Reverend Sir John Cullum, expressed his concern that Banks was simply keeping Omai as a curiosity, this opinion is found in Patricia Fara’s sex, botany and empire and is not disputed.[footnoteRef:3] This opinion is also quoted in Patrick O’Brian’s Joseph Banks a life, and is somewhat disputed. O’Brian claims that Banks keeping Omai as a curiosity is in complete contrast with his character and that there are more benevolent and practical reasons for his decision.[footnoteRef:4] In Fulford, Lee and Kitson’s literature, science and exploration in the romantic era a more symbiotic relationship between the two men is described, it is the only source that I have found so far that even attempts to represent Omai’s opinions and point of view. Fulford explains how Omai had been a refugee in Tahiti after being driven out of his native Raiatea. His purpose for visiting Britain was to obtain guns, his intention was to make use of these guns to elevate his status in Tahitian society.[footnoteRef:5] [3:  Fara, Patricia, Sex, Botany & Empire (Crows Nest NSW: Icon books, 2003).]  [4:  O’Brien, Banks a life.]  [5:  Fulford, Tim, Debbie Lee and Peter J. Kitson, Literature, Science and Exploration in the Romantic Era (Cambridge: Cambridge university press, 2004).] 

The question posed and answered in my dissertation will be, why did Sir Joseph Banks refuse to teach Omai to read? The purpose of answering this question is two-fold, firstly I want to use this question as a micro-historical approach to my dissertation, answering it will provide an insight into many aspects of Georgian society the focus though, will be on the upper classes and the Georgian attitude towards people of different ethnicities in an increasingly diverse society. Secondly, I want to challenge my own preconceptions, even with the small amount of research I have done, my original opinions regarding Omai and Banks’ relationship has already changed. With regards to how my dissertation will challenge the current historiographical scholarship it is difficult to say at this point. I have yet to discover a comprehensive multi sided account of the relationship between Banks and Omai, that is not to say that one doesn’t exist, but I intend my dissertation to be such an account.

After the introduction my dissertation will have three chapters.

Chapter one: Understanding ‘others’ in Georgian Britain.  

Today we take for granted that we are the product of evolution, the entire human race has been traced back to one individual African woman and, regardless of our ethnic, cultural and religious differences we are all closely related. Although this knowledge has not brought peace, love and acceptance in the way we might have hoped, it is still widely accepted fact. Joseph Banks grew up in a very different time, he was a contemporary of Darwin’s grandfather Erasmus Darwin, a physician and natural philosopher. The theory of evolution was very much in its embryonic stage at this point in time.[footnoteRef:6] The aim of this chapter is to create a picture of the main themes regarding race running through Georgian society, I will use this picture as context into which Omai and Banks will fit.   [6:  'Biology', in The Genius of Erasmus Darwin, ed. by C. U. M. Smith and Robert Arnott (Hampshire: Ashgate publishing limited, 2005).] 

In this chapter I am going to discuss the main theories regarding race and the human condition that were present in Banks’ life. His boyhood education would have been a classical one in which he would have learned of Aristotle’s chain in his Historia Animalium, he also would have learnt from the Bible in which the natural laws are laid out in the book of Genesis. Banks’ personal hero Linnaeus created his work Systema Naturae to categorise all living things.[footnoteRef:7] Further research on contemporary scholars will include David Hume, of national characters, Jean-Jacque Rousseau, theory of human nature, Comte de Buffon, natural history, John Locke’s, subsistence theory, James Adair, history of the American Indian and Alexander Pope, an essay on man. A dissertation exists on Linnaeus’ work, anthropomorpha, by one of his students Christian Emmanuel Hoppius. Although it is proving difficult to source I will endeavour to include an analysis of it in my dissertation. [7:    O’Brien, Banks a life.] 

In my analysis of secondary sources will be the work of Fulford, Lee and Kitson, literature, science and exploration in the romantic era and Patricia Fara’s sex, botany and empire. The focus of my research will be on the primary sources as they will be more pertinent to the purpose of this chapter. 




Chapter two: Omai.

This chapter is intended to be all about Omai, there is one big difficulty in researching him, and it is that no record of his personal viewpoint or feelings exist as he was, as my dissertation question states, illiterate. Even quotes that are said to be directly from him are written from the perspective of the person quoting him, as in the case of J. E. Gambier who writes about Omai’s feelings of love and friendship towards Banks and Dr Solander.[footnoteRef:8] There is still a wealth of primary information pertaining to Omai, from diarists such as Francis Burney, whose brother James had sailed with Banks and Cook on their Pacific voyage,[footnoteRef:9] to artworks by such figures as Sir Joshua Reynolds. There were also two poems, that I am aware of, written about Omai. The first is the task by William Cowper and the second is proving more difficult to source.[footnoteRef:10]  [8:  Fulford; Lee; Kitson, romantic era.]  [9:  Burney, Francis, The Diary of Fanny Burney (Dent, 1961).]  [10:  Fulford; Lee; Kitson, romantic era.] 

Using these primary sources, I will create a comprehensive picture of Omai and his time in Britain, I have yet to discover such a picture existing in a single secondary source. In literature, sex and empire, is the only attempt I have found of representing Omai as an actual person rather than a helpless victim merely a representation of Britain’s empirical expansion, however it is lacking a fully rounded account. Patricia Fara’s account of Omai is rather extreme, he is portrayed as a prisoner, there is even reference to Omai’s family being happy at retrieving Omai as though he had been taken from them under duress. It is difficult to say at this point how many portraits of Omai I will be able to analyse in my dissertation, I would like to include at least three. Firstly, Sir Joshua Reynolds imposing, life-size image with Omai dressed in full Tahitian robes. Secondly, a joint portrait of Omai and Potatoau a Maori king by an unknown artist. The third portrait will be another Joshua Reynolds piece, this portrait is just of Omai’s head and shoulders.
In analysing these artworks, I will be adding to the picture that this chapter is designed to create. It is an unfortunate thing to accept that Omai’s voice will not be heard, rather this chapter will only create a composite of how he was viewed and interpreted by others both contemporary and subsequent. It is my intention, however that by combing information from numerous sources, to create a full and vivid picture of who Omai was, not what he has been interpreted as.       









Chapter three: Banks.

My third and final chapter is all about Banks, again I will be creating a picture of who Banks was, from his boyhood to the end of Omai’s visit. As this dissertation will primarily be about the relationship between the two men, it seems unnecessary to examine Banks’ life after the point of Omai’s departure. Unlike Omai, Banks’ life was well documented from his childhood due to his being a member of the aristocracy. His classical education did not interest him and he chose instead to teach himself botany, he failed to complete his degree at Oxford and instead chose to embark on the first of his three sea voyages.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Fara, sex, botany and empire.] 

Like Omai Banks had numerous artworks created of and several poems written about him. He was a favourite of the satirists who mercilessly lampooned him and he was constantly gossiped about in magazines and newspapers. Diarists often wrote of him in their diaries and letters and he himself was also a prolific writer of letters, many of which still exist. The challenge of this chapter will be to find the relevant information amongst all the primary sources that exist. I do know that one portrait will be analysed in this chapter, a painting by William Parry of ‘Omai, Banks and Solander’, I am choosing this painting as it is a controversial piece, I have already found three separate arguments regarding this image. One, argued by Fara, states that it shows Omai as a specimen being studied by Banks and Solander. The second, argued by Fulford, Lee and Kitson is that it was a piece of advertising, displaying both the relationship between Omai and Banks but also displaying Omai. The third, argued by O’Brian is that it is a depiction of three friends and equals socialising together. By picking apart these arguments and coming to my own conclusions I will add another dimension to my final argument.    
Analysing the primary sources alongside researching the historiography in the secondary sources I have already mentioned will create a representation of Banks that will be multi-dimensional and fair. In what I have already learned, I believe Banks has been somewhat unfairly represented in regards to his relationship with Omai. The most telling assumption that has been made, is that it was Banks’ decision not to teach Omai to read, I have yet to find an account that suggests that Omai even had an opinion on the matter.   
   
Conclusion

The conclusion is where I intend to bring together all of the information gleaned in my three chapters and fully establish my final argument. At this point in time I believe I will be arguing in favour of Banks’ ‘decision’ not to teach Omai to read. I will have broken down the preconceptions that I held from my 21st century viewpoint and created another vantage point from which to understand the dynamics of the relationship and friendship that, I believe, was forged. I have, only read about ten percent of what I am planning to read on the topic so am fully prepared for my final argument to be subject to change.
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