
Chapter 1

Telling Pacific Lives: From Archetype
to Icon

Niel Gunson

If historians aim at presenting what can only be an approximation of the past,
biographers, for their part, attempt an approximation of a life. Usually a good
biographer goes beyond the life, and attempts to illustrate the age in which his
or her subject lived. Authors may think their own autobiographies achieve a
more exact approximation of their lives but the historian is not always convinced.
Autobiography is a doubtful primary source for writing biography, usually
being less reliable than letters, diaries, vital statistics and archival files. Apart
from the tricks of undocumented memory, the writer of autobiography is often
subject to self-delusion, polemic and, in the pejorative sense, romance. We shall
later consider this in the Pacific context.

Because writing biography and autobiography is a fairly recent development
in the history of the Pacific Islands we might first look at the way Islanders
themselves, and no doubt the preliterate ancestors of humankind in general,
first commemorated the individual life.

When I first knew the anthropologist Derek Freeman he was in the habit of
explaining everything in terms of kinship.1  At every history seminar he
attended, he was never satisfied until the whole hour’s historical analysis had
been reduced to a formula using kinship terms. One scholar was even reduced
to tears because she had not introduced kinship into her otherwise immaculate
presentation. Certainly kinship provides the basic framework for identifying
the individual life. In some societies, there never seems to have been a real sense
of history. The basic kinship structure was so set in the ethnographic present
that it simply repeated itself as the generations passed away. There were a limited
number of personal names that could be used in particular preordained
relationships and these names were re-used, or rather, embodied in a child born
into an identical relationship.2 To an outside observer such a society could
appear static. The sense of self was identified with a particular role. Something
of this survives in the way Pacific title-holders readily identify with their ‘past
incarnations’, that is, the previous title-holders, and can speak in the first person
of having been present at certain events in distant historical time.3 This can be

1



very confusing when a narrator uses the personal name of a title-holder instead
of the title in what we would regard as an anachronistic context.

Closely related to the concept of the perpetuation of the ethnographic present
was the circular view of time based largely on the recurring seasons, and on
other cycles in nature, particularly the rising and setting of the Pleiades. The
physicists Isham and Savvidou recently voiced the obvious: ‘If time is represented
mathematically by a circle then it is clear that no real concept of history can be
developed. For if an event lies in the future of a present one, then it also lies in
its past’.4

In those societies where the shaman regulated social and artistic ritual the
whole drama of human existence was transformed into an epic cycle. Every
event in the cycle such as a flood, a hurricane, a war or a famine drew on all
floods, hurricanes, wars and famines, every new experience adding to the detail
of the repertoire when the cycle was either performed or recited. There was no
room for individuals and in so far as there were characters they were
archetypes—trickster, shaman or king and warrior. In the Pacific, song cycles
were as developed as in India, Greece and Finland, all regions with circular views
of time, some of the longest and best known song cycles being in Polynesia.5

We might ask to what extent the archetypes represent real lives. What do
the cycles of the great culture hero Maui tell us about real people? I have argued
elsewhere that the historical Maui is more likely to have been a shaman than an
actual voyager, though the composite character undoubtedly draws on stories
of the ancestral voyagers.6  I have also suggested that Maui represents the more
common shaman, the trickster noted for shape-changing and cunning as opposed
to Tafaki, the high initiate who manipulates knowledge. But everywhere that
one finds Maui, he has been localised. He has numerous birthplaces, different
partners, even different mothers. He has been merged with other tricksters and
soul travellers such as Rupe, Kura and Kisikisi and it is not always easy to know
how recently Maui has supplanted an earlier culture figure.7

The distribution of the Maui myths seems to emanate from Tonga and the
Western Polynesian triangle, one main route leading direct to Hawaii and the
other main route leading direct to New Zealand, particularly the South Island.
These routes are supported by tradition if not by current theories of migration
to the Islands. We owe much to Katharine Luomala for her delightful study of
Maui, but it is doubtful if the Maui myths were as widespread as she suggests.8

In the 1950s I was told that her search for Maui in the Gilbert Islands was
rewarded by indigenous story-tellers only too happy to recast their own tricksters
as the Polynesian demigod in exchange for American cigarettes.

While I shall settle for Maui as archetype there may well have been a Tongan
figure for whom we could resurrect a life. Just to outdo Gavin Menzies9  and
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send a shiver down the spines of my prehistory colleagues, I offer Crown Prince
Maui, a genuine historical figure and last of the Silla dynasty of Korea, exiled
in 936, not that long before the Tu‘i Tonga dynasty was allegedly established
on Tongatapu.10  I might add that the Silla royal burial mounds closely resemble
the royal burial langi of Tonga, and there were interesting shamanic parallels in
the royal lineages including the veneration of snakes and eels. But when all is
said and done the historian has no life story to tell. I am reminded of Peter Sellers
as Sir Eric Goodness being interviewed on the life of a 13th century mystic Fazab
El Barashadam Hashid, known as Smith, and his ‘endeavour to bring to the
common man the portrait of a man [who was culturally significant but] about
whom we know practically nothing’.11

We are on safer ground in telling Pacific lives when we have a large corpus
of traditional stories supported by archaeology. Even then some historical figures
can be as elusive as Smith. Chris Ballard, in his current research in Vanuatu,
may be able to date the remains of Roimata/Loimata and his minions to the 16th

century but will he be able to embody and authenticate the historical life of the
legendary figure? Fortunately, in some Pacific countries, particularly in Hawaii
and Tonga, the existence of parallel inter-island and inter-family traditions
enable the biographer to check and countercheck the genealogical and
chronological sources. Using such sources scholars such as Augustin Krämer and
Penny Schoeffel-Meleisea have attempted to piece together the life of Salamāsina,
the first Samoan Tafaifā (holder of all four paramount titles) and, as I would
argue, the first Tongan Tamahā (the most sacred female chief).12  I shall briefly
look at another important female figure in Tongan history, the high chiefess
Ta‘emoemimi, whose name, if translated for a children’s story, would be rendered
Princess Pooh and Piddle. A respected senior Tongan colleague thought the
name was so disgusting that he assumed the missionaries who recorded it had
been the victims of irreverent leg pulling. But the traditional sources taken
together with the evidence of archaeology, ethnology and the methods of
historical revisionism reveal that Ta‘emoemimi was a person of great
consequence.13

The sanitised records of the 19th century and the rewritten or censored records
of the Tupou dynasty have reduced Ta‘emoemimi and her full brother to children
who died in infancy, but these are flawed sources.14  More convincing is the
vast langi of Ta‘emoemimi in Vava‘u and the fact that genealogies kept in Vava‘u
and related traditions name Ta‘emoemimi as a Tu‘i Tonga Fefine, the most
influential female figure in the Tongan Islands who bore the title Sinaitakala.
We also learn from fragments of song that her full brother, like several dynastic
heirs before and after, was installed as co-regent during his father’s lifetime.15

This may have been done to allow the son to marry his moheofo or Great Royal
Wife. The junior Tu‘i Tonga died before his father presumably without issue

3

From Archetype to Icon



and his moheofo, known as Tupou Moheofo, then married one of her husband’s
younger half brothers, the warrior Pau, who was, at various times, a contender
for the hauship (or position of political king) of Tonga.

Pau and Tupou Moheofo were to produce a family of four daughters, the
male heir probably being the son of a secondary wife of the moheofo’s lineage.
When the first daughter was born it was probably the Tu‘i Tonga Fefine’s
privilege to name the child.

One can only guess, but I think with cultural insight, how Ta‘emoemimi
acquired her mucky moniker. The name is a title for the matāpule (or chief’s
attendant) whose responsibility it was to attend to the royal toilet needs and
wrap and bury the royal stool. A baby was likely to mess or wet a chief or
chiefess who held it and it was not unknown for a chiefly person to kill rather
than cuddle such a messy child. One supposes that the Tu‘i Tonga Fefine was
so delighted with her baby niece that she looked after her toilet needs and took
the matāpule name for herself in exchange for her own title, Sinaitakala‘i
Fekitetele, which became the child’s name and was no longer a title, a puzzle
for those who correctly believed Pau’s eldest daughter never succeeded as Tu‘i
Tonga Fefine.

Ta‘emoemimi was an important figure and no doubt when her father died
she selected Pau as his successor particularly as he was already married to the
moheofo. When Ta‘emoemimi died she was succeeded as Tu‘i Tonga Fefine by
Pau’s older half sister Nanasipau‘u who lived into the 1790s. Elizabeth Bott
believed there was no way of finding out why the succession of Pau was
‘irregular’ but by telling or reconstructing the life of Ta‘emoemimi we are able
to show that it was not altogether irregular.16

With the advent of Europeans in the Pacific the amount of primary material
for writing lives should have made the biographer’s task easier but most of us
know that reconciling voyage narratives with recorded traditions and orally
transmitted accounts is one of the most difficult exercises for the historian. In
the case of Tonga, just when scholars were beginning to agree about the identity
of high ranking Tongans who met the British and French explorers, the
appearance of new translations of Malaspina’s visit to Vava‘u has raised many
questions.17  Certain characters remain particularly elusive such as Cook’s Fīnau.
The biographer, particularly the brief biographer, could get the identification
horribly wrong.

With the advent of Europeans we also find the writings of beachcombers and
missionaries. In 1964 Harry Maude listed all the then known writings of
beachcombers.18  Since then other accounts have been found, one of the most
recent being that of Joseph Barsden, known in Tahiti as ‘Joe the beachcomber’,
who played a major role in the transition from paganism to Christianity.19 That
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Barsden has surfaced after nearly two centuries highlights the constant need for
revision and research and also the element of chance in telling Pacific lives.

For missionaries, chance was replaced by a providential view of history, an
elaboration of the linear concept of history, supposedly rooted in Judaeo-Christian
theology. Time was defined as the linear ordering of events between the creation
of the world and its ‘final apocalyptic consummation’. Although much missionary
literature was objective and even scientific, it was also pious and didactic. The
natural mode of missionary biography was hagiography. Missionaries sometimes
complained that they were the instruments of ‘pious fraud’ and nowhere was
this more blatant than in telling the lives of Pacific missionaries. Many a
missionary confessed in his diary that the published life of a colleague was very
different from the reality. The apotheosis of the renowned Protestant missionary
John Williams was a case in point and his colleagues were only too glad to point
out he had feet of clay.20 While Williams was undoubtedly a great pioneer
figure, Congregational historians in particular have turned him into a sanctified
blacksmith-carpenter who built ships single-handedly apparently with little
help from the faceless and virtual slave labour put at his disposal by compliant
chiefs. One of his first biographers, the minister of his own church, the Reverend
Dr John Campbell, was quick to point out Williams’ personal limitations but
until the 20th century the sanctified image remained largely unchallenged.21

Hagiography lends itself to visual images. Williams’ life was mirrored in the
oil prints by George Baxter, and several of Baxter’s missionary prints are highly
idealised such as the death and martyrdom of Williams, where he is attacked by
brutish looking New Hebrideans, and the Reverend John Waterhouse
superintending the landing of Wesleyan missionaries at Taranaki in 1844.22

With these in mind we leap forward to a modern idealistic painting by the New
Zealand artist Piera McArthur showing Bishop Pompallier after disputing with
Henry Williams, in which the great Catholic missionary bishop is shown
levitating, a fine example of the hagiographic image.23

Until well into the 20th century missionaries remained in charge of the telling
and representation of their own lives. With the development of Freudian analysis
and advances in forensic science the telling of missionary lives became more the
function of social and largely secular historians. Father Damien de Veuster, now
beatified by his Church as the Blessed Damien of Molokai, has been the subject
of numerous biographies. Although traduced by Protestant critics, particularly
the Presbyterian Dr Hyde, Father Damien was ably defended by Robert Louis
Stevenson,24  yet it is clear that, like John Williams, he was not the plaster saint
of the pious monographs. Two biographical studies of modern times have done
much to reveal the essential character of the leper saint as an inspirational if
flawed human being. Gavan Daws, in 1973, provided a sympathetic portrait in
Holy Man, drawing on the new techniques of psychohistory and analysing his
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subject in terms of sibling rivalry. Richard Stewart, a professor of medicine in
Wisconsin, has produced the most recent biography in which much new
information is used in conjunction with a medical analysis of the disease and of
Damien himself.25 These studies reveal, in the words of one commentator, that
‘even his detractors could not deny that he was almost single-handedly
responsible for tremendous improvements to Kalaupapa [leprosy settlement] in
the face of overwhelming odds having taught himself the practice of medicine
and the skill of a master builder of chapels, churches and houses’.26

In telling Pacific lives through psychohistory Gavan Daws was able to help
us understand historical processes that might otherwise have eluded us. Just as
forensic science convinces us who it is that committed a crime, so the clinical
study of the biographical subject enables the historian to understand the
workings of the subject’s mind and prompts him or her to ask particular questions
and look for particular signs. The historian becomes a profiler. The method was
particularly useful for understanding missionaries usually partly concealed in
pious propaganda. Apart from Father Damien, Daws treated at least three other
missionaries, John Williams, Father Laval of the Gambiers and Walter Murray
Gibson of Hawaii.27  I recall that Barrie Macdonald once commented that he
could learn as much from my essay on John Williams and his ship as from the
Daws analysis, but he was forgetting that the Daws analysis, because it was
clinically sound, had a scientific finality about it. My own reservations about
the Daws psychohistory methodology are that the clinical analysis is converted
into literary prose when I would prefer it to be presented in clinical terms like
a forensic analysis. Of Gavan Daws’ missionary portraits, the one I found most
enthralling was that of Father Laval when it was presented as a clinical case
rather than as a finished portrait. That even the portrait was never published
suggests that sometimes the dark places of the mind can be unnerving, something
we are aware of in his portrait of Melville.

In his fascinating notes on writing biography in the Pacific, Daws touches
on another controversial missionary, Shirley Waldemar Baker, sometime premier
of Tonga. Noel Rutherford in his excellent study of Baker and the King of Tonga
had some doubts about Baker’s antecedents, contrasting the missionary’s apparent
lack of education and polish with the relationships he claimed. Daws took the
contrast further, arguing that ‘Baker’s shame about obscure origins was
counter-balanced by strong drives to aristocratic status, prestige and power,
and he mediated all this through family romance’.28

But is this the correct analysis? Were Baker’s origins as obscure as the scant
records suggest? Geoff Cummins, himself the author of a very insightful life of
Baker’s rival, the Reverend J.E. Moulton,29  discovered that Baker’s father was
who he claimed him to be, the Reverend George Baker, an Anglican priest who
died on 28 December 1869. As Noel Rutherford attests, Baker’s maternal Wesleyan
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connections with the Woolmers and the Parkers were highly respectable. But
there are hints that it was not obscure origins that Baker was escaping from.
Baker’s clergyman father died in the Marylebone Workhouse of chronic cerebral
disease and paralysis, a common euphemism for death from alcoholism and
syphilis. Shirley Waldemar Baker was probably escaping from his heredity and
also possible neglect, causing him to run away from home at an early age.
Madness was almost certainly inherited in Baker’s family and his first given
name, the surname Shirley, points to a great Methodist dynasty which produced
the Countess of Huntingdon and several Evangelical divines. This was a family
who were literally ‘mad as hatters’ as they suffered from transmissible mercury
poisoning and inherited syphilis. When the head of the Shirley family, Lord
Ferrers, was tried and hanged for murdering his steward, the Reverend Walter
Shirley and his brothers testified to the madness in their family. Any reassessment
of Baker is likely to find that a fresh clinical analysis is called for and this may
explain Baker’s fierce spirit of independence in breaking with the parent
Methodist body and also his eventual return to the church of his father.

There are, of course, many ways to write biography. I sometimes think that
the well-tried ‘life and letters’ method is a good way to capture the essential
nature of the life subject. This method has been well utilised in the Pacific in
religious, literary and anthropological circles; to a lesser extent in the other
sciences. Another valuable approach is the group biography. Many of us have
drawn on the lives of particular groups of men and women in the Pacific to
illustrate missionary, commercial and general historical themes. Diane Langmore
was a pioneer in setting out to write a group biography of missionaries in Papua
New Guinea.30 The group biography has the advantage of showing complexity
and variety, an excellent corrective both to hagiography and the literary or
popular stereotype. What Langmore has done for Papua New Guinea could also
be done for other areas and other social groups. Caroline Ralston and Ian Campbell
have both worked on beachcombers and transculturists but most of their findings
are based on general primary sources rather than on collecting and analysing
individual lives.31  By tagging and asking questions of the individuals we are
likely to produce a group biography which will give us a fresh perspective on
transculturists. Islander missionaries and teachers are another group who would
benefit from the techniques of the group biographer.

This brings us to another related topic, the suitability of the biographer. Is
an Islander the best person to write the lives of other Islanders? I would like to
think that this whole issue has been put to bed. As Oskar Spate believed in 1978,
Island-born and trained historians from Fiji or Tonga, for instance ‘should [be
able to] tackle John Wesley as well as the Lotu Weseli na Viti; be able and willing
to consider Sir Basil Thomson as a political figure in England, not only as the
supplanter of Shirley Baker’.32  It must be admitted, however, that some Pacific
Islanders are going to be more suitable than most non-Islanders to tackle
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indigenous biography. Growing up in a community is the best qualification for
understanding others brought up the same way and knowing the language and
culture is half the battle. But one can make wrong assumptions based on
environmental influences. Anyone who knew that at the age of seven I recited
a piece of verse from the Victorian School Paper—

Little Jika Jika, all the darkies like her
In her dainty dress and pinny

—and was not aware of the influence of home and church, might conclude I
was already an incipient redneck racist.

The late Jim Davidson had strong views about the suitability of prospective
historians, and especially biographers. Preferably they should have a similar
background to the subject, or at least have a common thought-world and he
believed it desirable if they had abandoned or at least questioned these common
values. I remember that he was apprehensive that Norman Douglas was proposing
to study the Mormons in the Pacific as their religion was foreign to him and
Douglas was an amused outsider.33  Certainly the best work on Mormons has
been done by ex-Mormons such as Fawn Brodie. Historians who tackle unknown
or unfamiliar psychological territory can come to grief. Perry Miller was a great
historian of Puritanism but the dark conflicts of the Puritan mind eroded his
own mental stability.34

The biographer from outside is often tempted to ignore or dismiss facets of
a subject’s life that appear alien or irrelevant to him or her. I recall attending a
seminar on the Victorian Premier Alfred Deakin by the late John La Nauze when
he almost boasted that Deakin had possessed an extensive library of theosophical
literature but he, La Nauze, could see no point in reading it. I was therefore not
surprised when a Sydney historian produced a book which gave significance to
Deakin’s interest and which complemented La Nauze’s excellent political
biography.35  Pacific historians would be similarly unwise to neglect the input
of both traditional and introduced religious values when writing the biographies
of Pacific Islanders.

Biography is usually not a main preoccupation of historians but something
which emerges from a period study or thematic analysis. Most historians have
had the experience of immersing themselves in the sources they are using for a
wider project and realising that excellent material exists for the biography of
an important representative individual. At one stage, I started to work on a
biography of the maverick London Missionary Society missionary John
Muggridge Orsmond as the archival material was so rich. I even had my title,
Chaplain to Venus. The only thing that stopped me from continuing was the
knowledge that the greater part of Orsmond’s writing has not surfaced. Many
volumes of history, letters, journals and lexicons in his handwriting were known
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to exist in the early 20th century and may well do so in France, Sweden, California
and even in the Society Islands. Perhaps one should not be put off by this. After
all there are many lives of buccaneer William Dampier and they all ignore the
missing years which I am told on good authority are fully documented in the
Dutch Archives. On the other hand, ANU historian Barry Smith was savaged
by one reviewer because he did not know of a huge cache of Florence Nightingale
papers she was editing.36

There are, of course, biographers who tackle major subjects. In the area of
‘big biography’ it is almost inevitable that there will be competition. There
appears to be no end to lives of James Cook. Each new life is forced to proclaim
something new to justify the exercise. Multiple biographies exist for voyagers
such as Bougainville and La Pérouse. Next are probably the lives of artists and
literary figures such as Gauguin, Melville and Stevenson. Missionary lives
abound for John Williams, Father Damien, and James Chalmers. There are also
multiple lives for the Society Islands celebrity Mai (called Omai), and Will
Mariner of Tonga. Islands royalty much written about include Kamehameha of
Hawaii and Queen Sālote of Tonga.

In the field of ‘big biography’ the academic lives tend to be definitive,
towering above their subject competition such as Di Langmore’s life of Chalmers
and Elizabeth Wood-Ellem’s biography of Queen Sālote.37  I myself am a
big-biographer manqué. Sir Keith Hancock suggested in the 1950s that I should
write a life of Chalmers. ‘He was eaten, wasn’t he’, said Hancock. As we had
been discussing the education of missionaries, I assured him that Chalmers did
not go to a public school. For most Pacific figures there has been scope for only
one serious biographer though some of the political figures, such as Rabuka,
have several books written about them. Some of these figures belong in the
category of ‘big biography’ such as Deryck Scarr’s lives of Thurston and Ratu
Sukuna.38  Many of those with single biographies may not be known so well
outside the Pacific.

Jim Davidson’s life of Peter Dillon is a representative biography which was
seen by its author as a spin-off project which provided relief from more
demanding projects. Dillon was a romantic alter-ego and Jim found great pleasure
in piecing together small snippets of Dillon material culled from obscure places.
He intended to name the volume Pita, the name by which Dillon was known in
the Islands. When Jim died the chapters were in various stages of completion.
Oskar Spate, who took on editing the manuscript, found one set of chapters and
set about completing the text. I remember discussing Dillon’s charges against
the missionary John Thomas with Oskar and did not realise he was using an old
draft. When the book was published39  I checked it to find the dates for Dillon’s
visit to Vava‘u, and was dismayed to find there was no mention of the visit,
especially as I had discussed the visit with Jim. Some time later when we were
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moving some of Jim’s papers to the archives I was amazed to find Jim’s more
complete versions of several chapters.

I might now return to autobiography as a way of telling Pacific lives. I have
already suggested that autobiography is a doubtful source for writing biography
and that the writer of autobiography is often subject to self-delusion, polemic
and, in the pejorative sense, romance. Certainly we can be badly deceived by
some alleged life histories. The Swiss adventurer Henri Louis Grin, known more
familiarly as Louis de Rougemont, invented fanciful adventures searching for
pearls and gold in New Guinea and living with a tribe of Aboriginals in
Australia.40 These were serialised in Wide World Magazine from August 1898
and, on examination, deceived members of the Royal Geographical Society and
the British Association for the Advancement of Science. But if de Rougemont
was perhaps the most blatant Pacific fictional adventurer he was not alone. From
the 18th century to the present there have been adventurers who have been
happy to hoodwink the public with fictional lives. One or two writers simply
cannibalised the writings of others and it is difficult to establish whether or not
they actually visited real islands. More convincing are the writings of authors
such as Louis Becke and Frank Bullen who actually sailed in the Pacific and
wrote from experience. Bullen wrote with knowledge about whaling and life at
sea though sometimes his islands were changed about, a device also used by
Arthur Grimble in his popular books.

More genuine autobiographies should be treated like any other source used
in biography. An aging person’s memory is notoriously unreliable. As an early
diary keeper, I am frequently surprised to find that events that I imagined
happened over three years actually all happened in one year as confirmed by
my diary. Many of the story-tellers’ techniques used in the dim past of cyclic
history still apply. The story-teller starts with a complex historical situation
which is meaningful to those involved. Next time the story is told the audience
may not be able to appreciate the fine detail so the setting is simplified or changed
slightly. Still later the story-teller relates the story back to the original scene but
incorrectly surmises where it took place so we have a new variant. By the time
a remembered event is recorded in memoirs it often differs considerably from
an account which may have been recorded in a contemporary diary or letter.

Another problem with autobiography in the Pacific is that it is sometimes
ghost-written so that one is never sure whether the original information or text
has been tailored to fit the outlook and prejudices of the ghost-writer.
Missionaries automatically edited the published writings of their indigenous
colleagues though texts such as the Cook Islander missionary Taunga’s narrative
constitute an autobiography relatively free of interference.41

The autobiography is often seen as a key to the essential nature of the writer,
but this is not always the case. Peter Hempenstall, himself an experienced
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biographer, stated in his review of Robert Langdon’s autobiography, Every Goose
a Swan, that it did not tell the reader much about the inner man. But with Bob
what you saw was what you got. His stoical approach to life was far removed
from the self-discovery that frequently accompanies puberty and sometimes
leads to religious experience. Bob admitted that he never had such feelings. Not
for him the Great Yea and the Great Nay of Carlyle’s questioning.42 We learn
from this that we cannot impose our own experience on another’s. In telling
Pacific lives we need autobiography but we can only use it properly if we
understand ‘where it is coming from’ and its limitations.

Finally, we might consider the biographical collections, one of the oldest
historical forms in the linear tradition, exemplified in classical times by the
Romans Plutarch and Suetonius and in early Christian times in the Lives of the
Saints. The British Lives of the Saints tell us more about individual Celtic lives
than any other source from that time. Byzantine historiography was largely
centred on the lives of court officials. The Western world has a long tradition
of biographical dictionaries and collected lives. In the Pacific, the earliest attempts
at collecting lives were the necrologies of Island teachers and missionaries
sometimes published in the missionary magazines. William Gill published lives
of teachers in Gems from the Coral Islands and A.W. Murray assembled more
lives in his Martyrs of Polynesia.43  Most serious work on collections dates from
the mid-20th century, notably the regional biographical dictionaries and
bio-bibliographies of Father Patrick O’Reilly for Tahiti, New Caledonia and the
New Hebrides. These excellent compilations contain indigenous entries but most
relate to persons of European origin. Pacific Islands Portraits edited by Jim
Davidson and Deryck Scarr initiated short studies of important or representative
Pacific personalities.44  Potted Pacific lives can be found in earlier editions of
the Pacific Islands Yearbook. Various Hawaiian biographical series appeared in
the course of the 20th century. John Dunmore’s Who’s Who in Pacific Navigation45

covers the voyagers while the Marists have published a necrology for their
missionaries. Multiple Pacific lives appear in collections such as the Australian
Dictionary of Biography and other general collections. There have also been more
recent attempts to compile regional or modern biographical dictionaries of the
Pacific.

Dictionary projects are highly desirable not only in providing essential vital
data for those working in general areas of history but also to commemorate the
lives of important or representative individuals. There are dangers, of course,
in arbitrary selection as sometimes undue importance is given to those included
at the expense of those excluded. Any good dictionary system should have a
revision policy. I have been impressed by the new material in the new English
Dictionary of National Biography, especially many new entries that did not appear
in The Dictionary of National Biography Missing Persons volume. I was also
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disappointed that some of these entries were written by people who had no
background knowledge, obviously members of the dictionary staff. Also, there
are still important omissions.

The telling of Pacific lives has moved from the mythical archetypes of early
settlement in the Islands through the ruling families of traditional Island cultures
to the representatives and icons of modern times. Our increased knowledge and
new professional techniques help us to better understand the lives of those who
lived many centuries ago as well as the lives of contemporary men and women.
We may soon be able to reconstruct the life of a man such as Roimata who
presently, apart from a few myths, is in the words of Peter Sellers’ Sir Eric
Goodness, ‘a man about whom we know practically nothing’.
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