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ABSTRACTAcknowlegement

Located in the heart of the Pacific Ocean, Tahiti is one of the 118 
islands that make up French Polynesia. It was first “discovered” 
by British explored Samuel Wallis in 1767, followed by Louis 
Antoine Bougainville in 1768 and by James Cook in 1769. All 
of them were charmed by the natural landscape and the beauty 
of the local people.

However, like many other colonised islands in the Pacific, the 
first contact with Europeans was a turning point for Tahitian 
society. Tahitians were nearly decimated by diseases, guns, 
alcohol and aspirations brought by Europeans. The introduction 
of money and the gospel changed the traditional culture, which 
revolved around nature and Polynesian deities, and eventually 
led to the end of the Tahitian Monarchy and the annexation of 
Tahiti by France in 1880.

Tahiti’s tourist appeal is legendary, as Tahiti has held a special 
place in the Western Imagination since its discovery. But this 
romantic image, boosted by the tourism industry, distracts from 

the social and environmental destruction caused by France’s 
30-year nuclear testing program in French Polynesia. With the 
closure of the Centre d’Experimentation du Pacifique (CEP) 
in 1996, the local government is now looking to tourism for 
salvation.

This project investigates the origins of the first settlements in the 
Pacific and the means Polynesians used to cross the ocean. A 
chronological study of Tahiti’s colonial history follows, from 
the first encounter with the Europeans to the Nuclear Era in the 
1960s. The colonial past is analysed, along with the colonial 
discourse, to see how the European vision of the Pacific has 
shaped and reshaped the geography of Tahiti over time.

The research led to a design proposal of a memorial museum 
commemorating the colonial past of Tahiti with an emphasis 
on the nuclear testing in French Polynesia. The project aims to 
initiate social, economic, and political changes that will benefit 
Tahitian society and help it recover from the ills of colonisation.

I would like to express my sincere gratitude to my principal 
supervisor, Min Hall for providing continuous support 
throughout this project. Her guidance helped me a lot during 
my research and writing of this thesis.

Besides my principal supervisor, I would like to thank Christoph 
Schnoor for his insightful comments during the interim crits.

My sincere thanks also go to Mona, Jasper, Jarvis, and my 
dogs (Taro and Mocha) for your support and providing me a 
healthy work-life balance.

Last but not least, I must express my very profound gratitude 
to my parents and brother for your continuous encouragement 
throughout my years in Architecture school. This accomplishment 
would not have been possible without them.
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Located in the heart of the Pacific Ocean, Tahiti is the largest 
island in French Polynesia. The island is crowned by a circle of 
majestic peaks and dominates the ocean like a royal queen. 
Historically, the mention of its legendary name evokes visions 
of an idyllic paradise, one with white-sand beaches, turquoise 
waters, lush mountains, and attractive women and men. 

This romantic image of Tahiti has held a special place in the 
European imagination since it’s discovery in the mid-18th 
century. However, like many other colonised islands in the 
Pacific, the first contact with Europeans had catastrophic 
consequences for Tahiti’s culture and geography. 

The Mā’ohi, the indigenous people of French Polynesia, also 
known as Tahitians, were nearly decimated by the arrival of 
Europeans with their diseases, guns, alcohol, and aspirations. 
Estimations showed that the Tahitian population dropped from 
about 40,000 in 1767 to 8,000 by 1830.1

The end of the 18th century was marked by the arrival of the 
gospel in French Polynesia. In 1797, the English Protestant 
missionaries landed in the Tahiti and were followed by French 
Catholic missionaries in 1834. The conflicts between the two 
religious groups sparked the Franco-Tahitian war in 1844, which 
led to the end of the Tahitian monarchy and the annexation of 
Tahiti by France in 1880.2

In the 1960s, France decided to move its nuclear-testing facility 

1. Ben R Finney, Tahiti : Polynesian Peasants and Proletarians (New Brunswick, 
N.J.: Transaction Publishers, 2007)
2. Manfred Ernst and Anna Anisi, “The Historical Development of Christianity 
in Oceania,” in The Wiley Blackwell Companion to World Christianity (Wiley-
Blackwell, 2016), 588–604, https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118556115.ch44.

from Algeria to Moruroa, an island in French Polynesia, located 
1,200km southwest of Tahiti. The establishment of the Centre 
d’Experimentation du Pacifique (CEP) prompted an influx of 
thousands of military and civilian personnel and artificially 
boosted the economy. Thousands of Polynesians moved from 
the other archipelagos to take advantage of the economic boom 
and settled in the fast-developing suburbs around Pape’ete, the 
capital city of Tahiti. 3

With the closure of the CEP in 1996, work in Pape’ete was 
becoming scarce. The rise in unemployment slowly led to an 
increase in crime, violence, and drug-related problems. While 
those issues are not exclusive to Tahiti, the nuclear aspect of the 
colonisation has been disastrous and is still an ongoing concern 
for the Tahitians. 

Roland Oldham, an anti-nuclear advocate, believes the nuclear 
tests have undeniably contaminated the Pacific. The tests have 
caused irreversible damage to the environment and trapped 
Tahitians in a terrible economic and cultural dependence 
on France. For him, the French Nuclear Tests, despite ending 
decades ago, are a “cancer” that keeps on growing.4

This research aims to provide contextual information to design a 

3. “The Project in French Polynesia - Initiative Des Territoires Pour La Gestion 
Régionale de l’environnement,”accessed September 11, 2018, http://integre.spc.
int/en/in-french-polynesia/the-project-in-french-polynesia.
4. “L’envers Du Décor Paradisiaque de Tahiti - Le Temps,” accessed October 
2, 2019, https://www.letemps.ch/monde/lenvers-decor-paradisiaque-tahiti. 
Original “Les essais nucléaires ont bien sûr contaminé le Pacifique et causé des 
dommages environnementaux irréversibles, mais ils nous ont aussi enfermés dans 
une terrible dépendance économique et culturelle à l’égard de la France... Pour lui, 
le programme nucléaire français, pourtant arrêté depuis vingt ans, est un «cancer» 
qui continue de ronger la société polynésienne.”

Figure 3 . Paofai Gardens in Pape’ete.

INTRODUCTION
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How can architecture represent the colonial past of Tahiti?

memorial museum where Tahitians and tourists can learn about 
the colonial past of Tahiti.

Architecture and exhibitions will be used to provide tangible 
and visceral experiences of the past to engage the public in 
the social and environmental issues caused by European 
colonisation and the French nuclear tests.

This memorialisation project encourages survivors to share their 
stories and allow France to acknowledge its crime and take 
responsibility for future contamination. A collaborative initiative 
would promote social reconstruction and initiate social, 
economic, and political changes that will benefit Tahitian 
society and help it recover from the ills of colonisation.

The first part of the research provides background information 

Aims and Objective

Research Question

Figure 4 . Palm leaf. Figure 5 . Timeline of Tahiti’s history.
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Methodology

Figure 6 . Tahitian cloth called pāreu.

for the design phase of the project. It investigates the physical, 
historical, and social context of Tahiti.

The study starts with the origins of the first settlers of the Pacific 
and their means of navigation. Then it elaborates on the colonial 
geographies of Tahiti born from the following encounters: the 
first European navigator, the missionaries, and the French. This 
stage of the research concludes with an overview of memory 
and its role in society and the study of architectural precedents 
which deal with memory, such as memorials, museums, and 
cultural centres.

Studies carried out by anthropologists Ben Finney and Eric 
Conte inform the research into the origins of the first settlers of 
the Pacific, the art of Polynesian navigation, and boat-building. 
An analysis done by French geographer Phillipe Bachimon 
gives insights about the Polynesian view of the world, which he 
believes is oceanographic rather than geographic.

Journals and drawings from the first explorers, such as Captain 
Cook and Louis-Antoine de Bougainville, are used to describe 
the scene of the early encounters. The historical ethnography of 
the missionary, J. M. Orsmond (as presented in Teuira Henry’s 
Ancient Tahiti), provides insights on the Tahitian society and its 
view of the world before the arrival of Europeans.

On arrival to Tahiti, missionaries had difficulty to convert the 
locals to Christianity due to cultural and language barriers. 
Bachimon reveals that in the early days of Christianity in Tahiti, 
priests adopted a strategy of practicality and initiated the 
conversion through action rather than words.

In her book, “Tahiti Beyond the Postcard: Power, Place, and 
Everyday Life,” the anthropologist Miriam Khan provides new 
insights on colonialism, tourism, and colonial geographies. 
Khan uses an interpretive approach to Pacific research by 
European scholars to analyse the influence that French politics 
had on the geography of Tahiti.

In 1966, the first nuclear test was conducted above the atoll 
of Moruroa and inaugurated the use of French Polynesia as 
the new laboratory for the French atomic program. Moruroa: 
The Bomb and Us, a report by the DSCEN (Délégation pour le 
suivi des conséquences des éssais nucléaires) gives a historical 
background of the French Nuclear Tests.

A report by an International Advisory Committee, “the 
Radiological Situation at the Atolls of Moruroa and 
Fangataufa,” delivers a scientific perspective on the matter and 
gives information on the damage to the environment. 

Finally, the book, Testimonies: Witness of French nuclear 
testing in the South Pacific published by Greenpeace, provides 
knowledge of the nuclear tests through the memories of Tahitians 
who were exposed to radiation.

About the study of memory and the act of remembrance, 
the French philosopher Paul Ricoeur gives a summary of the 
different thoughts on the nature of memory. 

Maurice Halbwachs, a French philosopher, proposes in his 
book On Collective Memory, that individual memory comes 
from the social space. This notion of memory is interrogated 
further through the standing theory and positionality concepts, 
which argue that one’s social position will generate specific 
knowledge that is available only to those sharing a similar 
social position.

Contextual research for this research also includes literature 
on Tahitian culture. Information about Tahitian art and crafts, 
vernacular architecture and Polynesian legends. Images of 
building materials, construction details, and texture provided 
inspiration to design a place with which Tahitians can identify 
as local.

Maps including sources such as Google Maps, Te Fenua (local 
GIS), and tourist maps of Tahiti provided site information on 
the topography, zoning, parcel size, and location of relevant 
infrastructures.

Site research included a trip to Tahiti, where I grew up, in 
February 2019. For two weeks, I walked around Pape’ete as a 
tourist, rather than a local. Every day, I observed how people 
used the spaces and photographed the architecture, the public 
spaces, and landscapes. Exploring the city on foot allowed me 
to rediscover my memories as I walked my way back in time.

Research for Design

Historical Approach
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Figure 7 . Conceptual sketch 
over 2D plan, to generate 
analog iterations of the design.

The research aims to find a spatial and aesthetic composition 
reflecting the colonial history of Tahiti and trigger the memory 
or imagination of a specific space in time.

The first method consists of overlaying conceptual frameworks, 
discovered during the precedent studies, to the site. This method 
aims to find any equivalence that could help portray the colonial 
history of Tahiti. For example, the axis of the Jewish Museum in 
Berlin represents a specific event of the Holocaust. What would 
be the equivalent for the nuclear test in French Polynesia?

The overall design process involves a back and forth between 
analog and digital exploration. Conceptual sketches are drawn 
with an iPad to provide a direct expression of conceptual ideas 
that focus on gesture and composition. 

A sense of accuracy and scale is then added through computer 
modelling, where the design is refined to display architectural 
elements such as walls and floors. At this stage, the design 
explores form, circulation, program, and the relationship of 

spaces to each other. Sketchup and ArchiCAD are the two main 
software programs used during this process.

The model is used to generate 2D plans, sections, elevations, 
and 3D images. Those images are then imported into 
Photoshop, where a collage approach is used to explore the 
material composition of facades. These drawings are then used 
as a base for the next phase of analog exploration.

Physical models are made to provide other perspective for 
the design and light studies. It generates questions about the 
construction of the building, the materials, the circulation, and 
the relationship between spaces and the surrounding context.

Finally, the design process is captured and streamed live on 
YouTube. This approach not only documents and records the 
process but also helps clarify thoughts by trying to communicate 
the design process to an audience. Recording these conceptual 
explorations provides a means to remember the intentions of a 
certain design.

Research by Design

Figure 8 . Design process is 
streamed live on YouTube to 
record the though process 
behind each iteration.

Figure 9 . Conceptual 1:250 
model to understand the 
sequence of building.

Figure 10 . 3D model used to 
generate 2D plans and for 
light studies.

Top-Left

Top-Right

Bottom-Left

Bottom-Right
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Settlement in the Pacific

Tahiti is one of the 118 Islands that form French Polynesia and 
is at the centre of the Polynesian Triangle which is defined by 
New Zealand, Hawaii and Easter Island. 

French Polynesia is composed of tiny islands divided into five 
archipelagos: in the West are the Society Islands which include 
Tahiti; in the North are the Marquesas; in between there is the 
Tuamotu, and to the South are the Gambier and Austral Islands. 
These islands are relatively small, but they are spread out over 
the ocean and cover a surface as big as Europe.

Geography of Polynesia

In general, islands are born from volcanoes found at the 
perimeter of tectonic plates, but the islands in French Polynesia, 
which are at the centre of the Pacific plate, are volcanoes born 
of hot spots. Those hot spots happen when hot magma erupts 
from the plates. When a lot of magma spills out, the volcano 
emerges to become an island.5

As the Pacific plate moves, the volcanoes slowly move away 
from the hot spot and go dormant. The next eruption will pierce 
the Earth’s crust again and will form another island along the 
same path as its predecessor. In the beginning, these islands 

5. Vincent E Neall and Steven A Trewick, “The Age and Origin of the Pacific 
Islands: A Geological Overview.,” Philosophical Transactions of the Royal 
Society of London. Series B, Biological Sciences 363, no. 1508 (October 27, 
2008): 3293–3308, https://doi.org/10.1098/rstb.2008.0119.

are simple rocks which become covered with vegetation as 
seeds are brought to the islands by the sea, wind and birds. In 
general however, most plant species present on the island were 
brought in by the first settlers and the following colonisers.

In French Polynesia, there are different types of islands. In 
Tuamotu, there are atolls, characterised by a lagoon with 
a coral edge. There are others with high mountains and lush 
forests, like in the Marquesas, and finally, an island like Tahiti, 
which has mountains and a lagoon. 

These different typologies are only the representation of an 
island’s evolution. After the birth of an island, a layer of coral 
appears close to its shore. As the island sinks, new layers of 
coral are built to remain in contact with the sun. Coral located 
on the outside will grow faster and form a coral reef. This new 
barrier is often called the “tropical rainforest of the sea,” as 
it is one of the most productive ecosystems on Earth, where 
thousands of species of plant and animals live.

1,200 km

Figure 11 . Map of French 
Polynesia.

Figure 12 . Landscape of Tahiti. Lush 
mountains and turquoise waters.
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Journey across the Pacific

Traditionally, the Pacific has been divided into three grand 
divisions: Melanesia, composed of New Guinea and the 
islands extending east as far as Fiji; Micronesia, which includes 
the Islands east of the Philippines and North of New Guinea; 
and Polynesia, the region within the Polynesian Triangle.

However, a better way to understand the migration in the Pacific 
is to use Roger Green’s view of the Pacific as a world divided 
into two regions: Near Oceania and Remote Oceania. Near 
Oceania is made up of New Guinea and the Solomon Islands 
and the rest is part of Remote Oceania.6

6. “Journal of the Polynesian Society: Near And Remote Oceania - Disestablishing 
‘Melanesia’ In Culture History, By R.C. Green, P 491-502,” accessed September 
28, 2019, http://www.jps.auckland.ac.nz/document/?wid=5278. 493.

The colonisation of the Pacific began with the arrival of settlers 
in the Near Oceania region about 50,000 years ago during 
the last glaciation. During this period, the lower sea level and 
the presence many islands, which acted as stepping stones, 
facilitated the crossing of the sea between Sunda (an extension 
of the Southeast Asia continent) and Sahul (the Australian 
continent)7. 

The colonisation of the rest of Oceania resumed around 3,500 
years ago and is believed to have started with people of the 
Fujian region in Southern China, who travelled to Taiwan and 
then moved to the Philippines, Indonesia, and Vietnam. 

Between 2000 and 1500 BCE, some of their descendants set 
off on another journey to the East, which went through New 
Guinea, Micronesia and ended at the edge of Polynesia in the 
islands of Fiji, Tonga, and Samoa. 

Around 300 BCE, migration restarted, and Polynesian canoes 
sailed east and found the Cook Islands, the Society Islands, and 
the Tuamotu and Austral Archipelagos. Those newly discovered 
islands, in turn, became the starting point of a new migration 
toward the North, Southwest, and Southeast to colonise 
Hawaii, Easter Island, and New Zealand at the extreme of the 
Polynesian triangle.8

7. Ben Finney, “Colonising an Island World,” Transactions of the 
American Philosophical Society 86, no. 5 (1996): 71–116, https://doi.
org/10.2307/1006622. 73.
8. Eric Conte, Tereraa : Voyaging and the Colonisation of the Pacific Islands / Eric 
Conte, Collection Survol. ([Tahiti: Polymages Scoop, 1992). 37

Figure 14 . Map of Near Oceania 
and Remote Oceania

Figure 13 . Map of Sunda and Sahul. 
Showing the extent of the landmass 
below the sea.
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The Large Double Canoes

The success of colonisation in the Pacific relied heavily on the 
canoe. They needed to carry many people, food supplies, 
plants, and animals to ensure the survival of the crew during the 
voyage but above all after the arrival on the new land.

While there is not any actual remnant of those ancestral 
canoes, descriptions and graphic representations done by 
the first European explorers, allow specialists to determine the 
specifications of the ancient boats and the traditional methods 
and materials to build them.

The ancient boat, as Ben Finney described it, was a double-hull 
canoe with sails. The 30-metre long vessel, with V-shaped hulls, 
was appropriate to battle the currents, the ocean swells, and 
bad weather.  Masts held the sails that looked like an inverted 
triangle pointing downwards. The front and rear of the boat 
were asymmetrical, and a paddle was used to steer the boat.9
9. Ben Finney, From Sea to Space (Palmerston North, N.Z: Massey University, 
1992). 15.

The construction of the boat was a massive undertaking for the 
community. It required a lot of labour, materials, and specialised 
knowledge only held by a few people. The ancestral builders 
worked without plans and specifications and relied on memory 
to dictate the traditional ways of making and the materials to 
be used. The hulls were an assembly of planks, fitted around a 
V-shape structure, and lashed together with braided cordage. 
This process did not provide perfect water tightness, but it gave 
the flexibility required to cross the oceans.10

10. Conte, Tereraa : Voyaging and the Colonization of the Pacific Islands. 11.

Figure 15 . Canoe’s planks assembled 
together with sennit.

Figure 16 . Details showing the 
assemblage of the elements of a hull 
lashed with sennit twisted with the 
help of a forked instrument. 
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Figure 17 . Polynesian Wayfinding 101

The Art of Navigation

As with the techniques of boat-building, the art of navigation 
was also known by only a few. It required the same patience 
and dedication as the art of memorising genealogies and 
prayers. To navigate was to solve three fundamental problems: 
fixing a route toward a destination, estimating the progress of 
the journey, and localising the goal with precision. Oceanians 
met those three requirements without any help from modern 
navigational instruments. Instead, they used the stars, the sun, 
winds, and currents to guide them to their destination.

At night, the stars were the best guides. Navigators developed 

a system known by the name “star compass” and memorised 
the motions and locations of stars. This knowledge used stars as 
a directional guide when they appeared on the horizon. As the 
end of the journey approached, locating the desired island was 
achieved by paying attention to the birds, clouds, swells, and 
vegetable debris. Those cues would help estimate the location 
and direction of an island.11

A lot of people doubted the capabilities of stone age people 
to achieve this type of journey and settle on those remote 
islands. When the first Europeans arrived in the Pacific, they 
were surprised to find people living there, mainly because 
they had only recently developed the boats and navigational 
devices to manage this long-distance journey into the unknown. 
Some of them refused to acknowledge the nautical skills of the 
Polynesians’ ancestors and speculated that they had been 
brought by other Europeans or created in place by God.

However, in the late 18th century, Captain James Cook and his 
crew noticed that the language used by the Polynesians was 
closely related to those used in the East Indies, which referred 
to the islands of Southeast Asia. Cook claimed that the move to 
the Pacific was intentional and, following his encounter with the 
Tahitian Priest, Tupaia, it was undeniable that Polynesians had 
the knowledge and technology to venture into the ocean and 
colonise the Pacific.12

11. Conte. 18.
12.Finney, From Sea to Space. 8.

By Will or Chance?

More recently, other theories about the arrival of Polynesians 
emerge. Thor Heyerdahl, a Norwegian adventurer famous for 
his Kon-Tiki voyage, claimed that it was not possible to sail 
against the trade winds and that Polynesia must have been 
colonised from America.13 

Another theory came from a New Zealand historian, Andrew 
Sharp, who claimed that the settlement of the Pacific was 
accidental rather than intentional.14 He did not believe that 
Polynesians would have had the technology and skills to 
do colonise the Pacific. His theory appealed to many as an 
alternative to the orthodox view, which gradually came to be 
the romantic exaggerations of earlier writers.

This rhetoric could have been studied through ethnographic 
research of Polynesian’s maritime culture or through computer 
simulation to gather insight into the probability of an accidental 
settlement. But the American anthropologist, Ben Finney, 
thought it would be easier and more tangible to recreate the 
voyage using only the old ways of navigation and a replica of 
one of the ancient canoes. 

In 1976, Hōkūle’a, a performance-accurate deep-sea voyaging 
canoe built in the tradition of the ancient Hawaiian wa’a kaulua 
(double-hulled voyaging canoe), completed its first voyage 

13. P E De Josselin De Jong, “The ‘Kon-TIKI’ Theory of Pacific Migrations,” 
Bijdragen Tot de Taal-, Land- En Volkenkunde 109, no. 1 (1953): 1–22, http://
www.jstor.org/stable/27859805. 1.
14. “Wayfinders : Polynesian History and Origin,” accessed September 1, 2019, 
https://www.pbs.org/wayfinders/polynesian5.html.

from Hawaii to Tahiti, and proceeded to reach the apex of the 
Polynesian triangle, New Zealand at the southwestern corner 
and to Easter Island at the south-eastern corner.15 

While, it was not made from wood nor used the traditional 
method of construction, due to cost and time restrictions, 
Hōkūle’a’s success provided the reliability of Polynesian 
technology and refuted the idea that trade winds prevented 
migration eastward across the Pacific.16

15. “Hōkūleʻa — Hōkūleʻa - Hōkūleʻa,” accessed September 1, 2019, http://www.
hokulea.com/vessels/hokulea/.
16. Finney, “Colonizing an Island World.” 91.

Figure 18 . Hōkūle‘a a Polynesian 
double-hulled voyaging canoe by 
Photographer: Bryson Hoe

1: Hand Measurements

2: The Compass

3: Evening Stars

4: Sun

5: Waves

6: Wildlife



2524

Figure 19 . Maui the fisherman.

Oceanography

Ancient Polynesians did not have any written records of their 
history, and their knowledge was transmitted orally only, 
through chants, prayers, and legends. However, the genocide 
and acculturation that followed the European colonisation 
deprived researchers of that source. 

Most of what we know about early Polynesia comes from 
Europeans writing and imagery. The diaries of navigators, 
missionaries, and traders described the landscape and society 
they encountered upon their arrival in the Pacific. The testimonies 
of first Tahitians, like Tupaia, give more insights into the ancient 
culture and the way Polynesians understood the world.17

In Polynesian legends, the ocean was the origin of everything. 
The apparition of an island often involved a Polynesian hero 
fishing up an island from the depths of the sea, just like the 
demigod Maui did with the North Island of Aotearoa. 18

For Polynesians, islands were sea creatures, ones that were 
floating and disconnected from the bottom of the ocean, thus 
likely to be engulfed by the raging seas and disappear at any 

17. Lars Eckstein and Anja Schwarz, “The Making of Tupaia’s Map: A Story of the 
Extent and Mastery of Polynesian Navigation, Competing Systems of Wayfinding 
on James Cook’s Endeavour, and the Invention of an Ingenious Cartographic 
System,” The Journal of Pacific History 54, no. 1 (January 2, 2019): 1–95, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00223344.2018.1512369.
18. “Māui and the Giant Fish / Māori Myths, Legends and Contemporary Stories 
/ Te Reo Māori / Support Materials / Home - Mātauranga Māori,” accessed 
September 9, 2019, http://eng.mataurangamaori.tki.org.nz/Support-materials/
Te-Reo-Maori/Maori-Myths-Legends-and-Contemporary-Stories/Maui-and-the-
giant-fish.

moment. To avoid this, it was their duty to complete the birth 
of the island and cut its sinews to prevent it from moving and 
remain stable.19

This zoomorphism was used to logically explain the existence of 
the two types of islands in Polynesia. The high islands, like Tahiti, 
were shells filled with a sea creature and the smaller islands or 
atolls where the top part of the carapace, which was thrown 
away as the beast emerged. For example, Rangiroa, the largest 
atoll in the Tuamotus, is believed to be the cover of Tahiti, due to 
its similar proportion and outline.20

19. Teuira Henry, Ancient Tahiti, ed. Bishop Museum Bulletin 48 (Periodicals 
Service Co (January 1, 1971), 1928). 437.
20. Philippe Bachimon, Tahiti, Entre Mythes et Réalités : Essai d’histoire 
Géographique, Mémoires de La Section de Géographie ; 16 (Paris: C.T.H.S, 
1990). Original: “Tupai ou Rangiroa sont dis être les courvercles projetés et 
renversé de Tahiti.” 88.

“E’ere teie i to Tahiti tiaraa mai tahito mai. E mea tahiti-hia mai 
Tahiti i hiti’a nei mai Hawai’i-nui mai, no reira taua ioa nei o Tâ-
hiti. E i’a nui i te tere mai, riro fa’ahou ai ei fenua, mai te Pahi rei 

mua nui ra.”

“Tahiti did not always stand where it now is. Tahiti was 
transplanted here in the east from Great Havai’i (Ra’iatea), 
hence the name Tâ-hiti (Transplanted). It came aways as a 
huge fish, and then became land again; it resembled a ship 

with a great figurehead.”16

Figure 20 . Tupaia’s Map     
(Illustration by Georg Forster, 1776)

Polynesians were living in a fluid world without borders and 
did not see islands as continents as Europeans did, but as 
creatures of the sea, so it is possible to define their geography 
as oceanographic. This vision of the world has, in a way, 
encouraged the settlement in the oceanic realm, by providing a 
narrative that would guarantee the discovery of hidden shores.21 
This vision became a departure and settlement ideology, one 
like the “New World” for Europeans in the 16th and 19th 
centuries.

21. Bachimon. Original: “La croyance dans ces mythes, qui sont alors considérés 
comme la vraie lecture du monde, nous semble avoir été un factuer d’impulsion 
determinant pour le depart vers de Nouvelles terres.” 92.
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Figure 21 . World Map; Typus Orbis 
Terranum by Ortelius, Abraham, 
1592; showing the world in on oval 
projection with a massive southern 
landmass “Terra Australis Nondum 
Cognita.”

Colonial Geographies

Imagined Geography

In ancient times, no one could conceive the whole geographies 
of the earth, nor had a clear understanding of the universe. 
However, the Greeks still managed to theorise the possibility 
of a southern continent, an idea based on ancient belief, 
cosmography, and mathematics.

Ancient philosophers, like Plato and Aristotle, believed that there 
had to be a southern landmass to counterbalance the northern 
continent. New knowledge about the different climatic zones 
and new theories about the shape of the earth reinforced the 
existence of a similar continent on the other side of the equator. 

22

All those writings gave enough details for cartographers to 
imagine and represent the southern continent on their maps. 
While still being an abstract concept, the new continent was 
drawn in with rivers, mountains, and seas, natural features that 
one would expect to see on a continent. Those details, combined 
with ancient knowledge, added a layer of authenticity to this 
imagined geography.

Mercator’s map, for example, was instrumental in transmitting 
knowledge about the southern continent. Ortelius popularised 

22. Stallard Avan Judd, Antipodes : In Search of the Southern Continent 
(Clayton, Victoria, Australia: Monash University Publishing, 23987BC), http://
www.oapen.org/record/628138.

his depiction of the world, and carefully merged the science 
and folklore. The southern continent slowly shifted from a 
space to a place; one that undoubtedly exists but was yet to be 
discovered.23 

On their journey to discover this new land, explorers observed 
through the lens of their preconceptions and reconciled and 
interpreted through the same geographical assumptions. Thus, 
Europeans could not conceive the insularity of the Pacific during 
their search for a southern continent. 

From their perspective, they were sailing in an ocean within a 
continent, like the Mediterranean Sea, and would eventually 
reach the other side. But, the numerous discoveries of islands 
questioned the validity of their hypothesis. However, being 
unable to conceive the Polynesian’s notion of the world allowed 
the survival of the myth as another sunken continent, a New 
Atlantis.24

23. Stallard Avan Judd, Antipodes : In Search of the Southern Continent 
(Clayton, Victoria, Australia: Monash University Publishing, 23987BC), http://
www.oapen.org/record/628138. 109.
24. Bachimon, Tahiti, Entre Mythes et Réalités : Essai d’histoire Géographique. 
Original: “certains imagineront que l’insularité polynésienne ne peut être que la 
partie émergée du fameux continent, qui sera suppose avoir evolué en “Atlantide 
du Pacifique”.” 113.
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Figure 23 . “A Representation of 
the Attack of Captain Wallis in the 
Dolphin by the Natives of Otaheite.” 
by Hawkesworth John in 1773

Geography of the First Encounters

During the exploration of the Pacific in the later 18th century, 
most Europeans were aware of the “noble savage.” This mystical 
character, which had existed for a long time in Europeans’ 
imagination, was revived by the French Enlightenment 
philosopher Jean-Jacque Rousseau.25

In his treatise “Discourse on the Origin of Inequality among 
Men,” he depicted a “noble savage” as a perfect primitive 
man, who lived in harmony with nature. He believed it was just 

25. “The Fate of the ‘Savage’ in Pacific Historiography,” accessed August 26, 
2019, http://www.nzjh.auckland.ac.nz/docs/1977/NZJH_11_2_04.pdf.

after humans started to form families, build houses, and cultivate 
land that problems of inequality, jealousy, and hostility arose.26 
Rousseau’s theories motivated Europeans to look for a place to 
test and verify his claims.

In 1747, the French scholar Charles de Brosses published 
“History of Navigation to the Southern Lands,” a book which 
recounted the multiple voyages of exploration between the 
mid-1500s to mid-1700s. The detailed chronicles were not just 
an account of achievements but also a justification for what 
needed to be done. 

Many explorers used de Brosses’ book, including the British 
Captain Samuel Wallis, Louis-Antoine de Bougainville, and 
Captain James Cook. The Europeans’ dream of adventure and 
ambitions of conquest encouraged them to set sail toward the 
Pacific to discover uncharted territories.27 

In 1767, while searching for Terra Australis Incognita, Samuel 
Wallis “discovered” Tahiti. His first encounter with the Mā’ohi, 
the indigenous people of Tahiti, led to a few battles. But after 
realizing how useless their spears and slingshots were against 
cannons and guns, the Mā’ohi ceased to fight and instead 
welcomed these powerful strangers with food and women. 

This lavish strategy aimed to tame the intruders and to obtain 
access to objects and materials they had on their ships.28 Despite 
Wallis’s short stay in Tahiti, his arrival had a huge impact on the 
Mā’ohi’s attitude toward their following European encounters. 
26. “The Fate of the ‘Savage’ in Pacific Historiography.”
27. Neil Rennie, Far-Fetched Facts : The Literature of Travel and the Idea of the 
South Seas / Neil Rennie (Oxford : New York: Clarendon Press ; Oxford University 
Press, 1995). 83.
28. Finney, From Sea to Space. 70.

Figure 22 . Captain Wallis meeting 
the Queen of Tahiti 
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Figure 26 . A View taken in the bay 
of Oaite Peha (Vaitepiha) Otaheite 
(Tahiti). A paiting by William Hodges 
during his voyage with Captain Cook. 
1776

Figure 24 . The arrival of Louis Antoine 
de Bougainville in Hitia’a, Tahiti in 
1768. A gravure by Croisey

Figure 25 . Portrait of Omai by 
Sir Joshua Reynolds in 1776

When the French explorer, Louis-Antoine de Bougainville landed 
in Tahiti the following year, Mā’ohi leaders already prepared 
the welcoming party by sending out women in canoes to offer 
themselves to the crew. Bougainville was immediately charmed 
by the Tahitians and named the island Nouvelle Cythère (New 
Cythera) in reference to the birthplace of the Greek goddess of 
love, Aphrodite. 29

On his return to France, Bougainville’s book “A voyage around 
the world” spread around Europe like wildfire. The stories of 
his encounter with the women of Tahiti and the paradisiac 
landscape aroused the imagination and sexual desire of 
Europeans. However, later studies have shown that Bougainville 
had embellished his stories to be more appealing to his readers. 

29. Miriam Kahn, Tahiti beyond the Postcard: Power, Place, and Everyday 
Life (Culture, Place, and Nature), Tahiti Beyond the Postcard: Power, Place, 
and Everyday Life (Culture, Place, and Nature) (Seattle: Seattle : University of 
Washington Press, 2010). 37.

In 1773, the English painter William Hodges joined Captain 
Cook and his crew for a second voyage in the Pacific and 
was appointed to record the places they discovered during 
their journey. In one of his paintings, “Tahiti revisited,” Hodges 
illustrated his first arrival in Tahiti and revealed the beauty and 
arcadian lifestyle of Tahitians at Vaitephia Bay. 30 Those vivid 
records of Tahiti stayed true to Rousseau’s rhetoric and helped 
further the fantasies of the “noble savage,” which later became 
embodied with the arrival of Tahitians in Europe.

In 1769, on his return voyage to France, Bougainville brought 
along Ahutoru, who was the first Tahitian to visit Europe. 
Ahutoru met King Louis XV, was invited to official receptions and 
attended high society dinners. He quickly became a curiosity 
for being the “noble savage” lost in Paris. 31

Omai, who travelled to England with Captain Cook in 1774, 
was also much admired within elite circles. Famous for his exotic 
charm and quick wit, he rapidly became a favourite of the 
upper-class. He was dressed in the latest fashion, introduced 
to opera, and initiated in various sports like ice skating. This 
close encounter with the “noble savage” was fortunate as 
people were debating about the evolution of a civilization and 
its relation to space. 32

30. “‘A View Taken in the Bay of Oaite Peha [Vaitepiha] Otaheite [Tahiti]’ (‘Tahiti 
Revisited’) - National Maritime Museum,” accessed September 18, 2019, https://
collections.rmg.co.uk/collections/objects/13872.html.
31. Antony Adler, “Uncharted Seas: European-Polynesian Encounters in the Age 
of Discoveries,” Terrae Incognitae 40, no. 1 (June 1, 2008): 60–81, https://doi.
org/10.1179/tin.2008.40.1.60. 71.
32. National Library of Australia and Australian National University. Humanities 
Research Centre, Cook & Omai : The Cult of the South Seas, Cook and Omai 
(Canberra, A.C.T.: Canberra, A.C.T. : National Library of Australia, 2001).

Tahiti was the opposite of Europe in terms of geography, climate, 
and temporality. So, it became the perfect testing ground of 
Western rationality and experimentation. With the arrival of 
Ahutoru and Omai in Europe, scholars were interested to see 
if the “savage” could become “civilised,” and if “savageness” 
would emerge in Europeans if they lived in Tahiti. 33

33. Kahn, Tahiti beyond the Postcard: Power, Place, and Everyday Life (Culture, 
Place, and Nature). 37.
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Figure 27 . The missionary ship 
Duff arrive in Tahiti, 1797

Christian Geography 

Rousseau’s idea of a forgotten paradise was inconceivable 
for missionaries, as it directly contradicted their biblical beliefs 
of a paradise lost following the original sin. Indeed, it would 
have implied man’s origin was divided into two categories, 
those exiled from the paradise and those who remained.34 
Furthermore, Cook’s death in Hawaii revealed another aspect 
to the “noble savage,” to which they were condemned and 
were in dire need to be saved.

During the first half of the 19th century, the missionaries replaced 
the explorers as the main actors of change in the environment 
34. Bachimon, Tahiti, Entre Mythes et Réalités : Essai d’histoire Géographique. 
Original: “Il faudrait en effet supposer qu’à l’origine de l’humanité il y ait eux 
deux categories d’individus, ceux chassés du paradis et ceux qui auraient put s’y 
maintenir.” 207.

of Polynesia. They believed Tahitians were “Ignoble Savages” 
and needed salvation through the intervention of God and 
civilization.35

When French Catholic and British Protestant missionaries 
arrived in Tahiti in 1797, they polarised the mythical image of 
Tahiti, by separating the population from their environment, to 
highlight their incompatibility. This view allowed them to justify 
their intervention in the Pacific by staying faithful to the bible. 36

Missionaries wanted to ban the customs of singing, dancing and 
pagan rituals on the marae, the sacred place for the worship of 
Tahitian ancestral gods. However, due to the language barrier, 
it was difficult for them to have any spiritual influence on the 
Mā’ohi population. Priests adopted a strategy of practicality 
and initiated the conversion through action rather than words. 
They were also willing to follow traditional Mā’ohi customs 
to quickly create a religious community, on whom they could 
exercise spiritual, political, and economic control. 37

For example, after a war between tribes, the victor would 
claim the loser’s idols and keep them to gain their blessings. 
Missionaries, with the help of the tribal chief, Pomare, used 
this custom to replace the ancestral Mā’ohi deities with their 
35. “The Fate of the ‘Savage’ in Pacific Historiography,” accessed 
September 16, 2018, http://www.nzjh.auckland.ac.nz/
document/?wid=1375&page=1&action=null. 81
36. Bachimon, Tahiti, Entre Mythes et Réalités : Essai d’histoire Géographique. 
Original: “Les missionaires, à la fois pour justifier leur intervention dans les îles 
polynésienne et pour rester en accord avec leur textes, vont devoir render une 
image dichotomique de ce que les marins avaient décrit comme harmonieux, à 
savoir le cadre naturel et sa population.” 207.
37. Bachimon. Original: “Les pasteurs et les pères agissent plus qu’ils ne théorisent, 
presses de créer des communautés religueuse, sur lesquelles ils puissent exercer un 
contrôle spirituel, politique et économique sans partage.” 186.

Christian symbols and burn the pagan idols. They also kept the 
marae, despite calling them “hideous dens and dungeons of 
idolatry” and built churches next to them to attain the sacred 
status given to such sites. 

This missionary phase is simply a period of substitution without 
any thought to reorganise the space. 38 The only difference 
revolved around the use of the marae, which changed from a 
sacred place, only accessible by a few, to a place of public 
gathering. Once the mission triumphed against paganism, 
missionaries turned their attention to the Tahitian hierarchy and 
their habitats to transform their living environment into a village 
38. Bachimon. Original: “Toute cette phase missionaire, n’est d’ailleurs qu’une 
simple période de substitution sans recherche de reorganisation de l’espace.” 186.

that was laid out with the church at its core and centred around 
the nuclear family. 

The presence of the missionaries in the islands, and their efforts 
(and success) in changing the behaviour of the Tahitians, 
directly paved the way for a firmer colonial foothold. However, 
the tensions between French Catholic and English Protestant 
missionaries, and competition between the French and British 
governments over the possession of new colonies, eventually 
resulted in the establishment of Tahiti as a French Protectorate 
in 1843.39

39. Kahn, Tahiti beyond the Postcard: Power, Place, and Everyday Life (Culture, 
Place, and Nature). 39.

Figure 28 . Destruction of Idols in Tahiti.

Figure 29 . Temple octogonal Ebenezer 
in Papetoail, Moorea (the island next to 
Tahiti) 
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Figure 30 . The Kioske in Pape’ete, 
around 1890.

Figure 31 . Port of Pape’ete at the end 
of the 19th century.

The Colonial Empire

The fierce Tahitian warriors resisted the French takeover and 
battled for three years (1844-47). However, with nowhere else 
to hide, Queen Pomare gave up the fight and returned to Tahiti 
and ruled as a figurehead until her death in 1877.40 A few years 
later, her son, King Pomare V, gave up his throne, allowing 
France to annex Tahiti in 1880, and to change its status from a 
protectorate to a colony.

During the mid-19th century, the competition between the 
British, Americans, and French was intense and forced France 
to develop a thoughtful strategy for expansion. Francois 
Guizot, the chief minister for King Louis-Phillipe, proposed a 
new vision of the world with the Pacific as the main stage for 
future commercial trades. 

Tahiti and other pacific colonies would develop into a network 
of French stations, that would provide fuel and supplies for its 
sailing fleet. This vision was furthered by Paul Deschanel, a 
politician who served as the president of France in 1920, in his 
studies of the Panama Canal. 

40. Kahn, Tahiti beyond the Postcard: Power, Place, and Everyday Life (Culture, 
Place, and Nature). 39.

He believed the Panama Canal would revolutionise the 
economy of the world and transfer the centre of political and 
economic gravity to the Pacific.41 His vision was to use the 
French colonies in the Pacific as stepping stones that would 
connect the Atlantic coast to China and Australia. To achieve 
this goal, the French citizens would need to be aware of Tahiti 
and realise its strategic importance.42

Most traders, missionaries, and politicians welcomed the idea of 
colonial expansion, but this enthusiasm was not popular in 19th 
century France. While other French colonies, like Algeria and 
Indochina, had a clear purpose as a settler colony and a trade 
hub, respectively, the Pacific islands, on the other hand, did not 
provide any benefit due to their size and lack of resources. To 
convince the population, the French government reinvented the 
image of the colonies, to prove the value of the islands.43

41. Robert Aldrich, Le Lobby Colonial de l’Océanie Française, 1990, https://
www.persee.fr/doc/sfhom_1768-7144_1990_ant_10_1_998. 156.
42. Denise Fisher, “French Motivations in the Pacific,” in France in the South 
Pacific, Power and Politics (ANU Press, 2013), 239–70, http://www.jstor.org/
stable/j.ctt31ngqm. 14.
43. Kahn, Tahiti beyond the Postcard: Power, Place, and Everyday Life (Culture, 
Place, and Nature). 42.
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Figure 32 . French Nuclear test  
on the 3rd July 1970 in Moruroa, 
French Polynesia.

The Nuclear Experience 

Following the Second World War, France joined the nuclear 
arms race and created their atomic weapons programme, 
the “force de frappe” (strike force). On 13 February 1960, 
France launched its first nuclear test above the Sahara Desert 
in southern Algeria. The day marked the start of a series of four 
atmospheric and thirteen underground tests. The French were 
forced to move their experiments somewhere else in 1966, 
as they were no longer welcome after the Algerian War of 
Independence. 44

44. Andy Biedermann, Stephanie Mills, and Greenpeace New Zealand, 
Testimonies: Witnesses of French Nuclear Testing in the South Pacific (Auckland, 
N.Z.]: Auckland, N.Z. : Greenpeace, 1990). 8.

In 1963, President de Gaulle transferred the nuclear testing from 
the Sahara to Moruroa and Fantagaufa in French Polynesia. 
The move involved a massive construction programme, which 
would completely upset Polynesian society. 

Thousands of Polynesians came to Tahiti to help build the 
infrastructure required for the tests. Many saw the arrival of the 
Centre d’Experimentation du Pacifique (CEP) as a way to get 
out of the plantations and to experience a modern lifestyle in 
Pape’ete.45

The sudden exodus massively reduced the local food production 
from the outer islands. This move ended the traditional Tahitian 
lifestyle by turning most of the population into wage workers 
living mainly on imported foods.

 The influx of money introduced by France for the development 
of the CEP had created an unprecedented economic boom, 
which completely changed the Tahitian economy. However, 
this prosperity rested on France’s financial support and ongoing 
nuclear testing.

The first nuclear test in the Pacific was conducted on the 2 
July 1966 above the atoll of Moruroa. The following test was 
a repeat of the radioactive fallout disaster that happened in 
Algeria, where the French decided to launch the bomb despite 
adverse weather conditions. The wind carried the radioactivity 
as far as Fiji, passing through Tahiti, the Cook Islands, Niue, 
Tonga, and Samoa.46

45. Finney, From Sea to Space. 82.
46. Bengt Danielsson, “Under a Cloud of Secrecy: The French Nuclear Tests in the 
Southeastern Pacific,” Ambio 13, no. 5/6 (1984): 336–41, http://www.jstor.org/
stable/4313070. 337.

In 1974, intense international pressure, sparked by the New 
Zealand Government, forced France to move their nuclear 
testing underground. While there were no more fears of 
radioactive fallout, Polynesians continued to voice the risks 
posed by ongoing explosions in the atoll due to their vulnerable 
geology.

A few alarming reports from Moruroa have leaked past French 
censorship. They account for the progressive sinking and 
fissuring of parts of the atoll following the underground test, the 
death of workers from an accidental blast, and the scattering of 
radioactive trash into the sea. Despite the disturbing reports and 
testimonies of victims and witnesses, French officials still claimed 
their nuclear tests were clean, safe and had little repercussions 
on the underwater ecosystem.47

The French authorities allowed a small group of scientists to 
visit Moruroa and briefly investigate the impact of nuclear tests. 
They concluded that part of the atoll was damaged but gave 
the assurance that radioactivity could be released only after 
500 years.

But those reports were heavily criticised, mostly by two New 
Zealand based scientist, Professors Michael O’ Sullivan and 
Manfred Hochstein, of Auckland University. They predicted that 
radioactivity could be leaked within 10 to 100 years, a claim 
that was never refuted by French authorities.

In 1995, Jacques Chirac, the president of France at the time, 
gave the order to resume the French nuclear tests for a final year. 
The last nuclear test in Moruroa was detonated on 27 January 

47. Biedermann, Mills, and Zealand, Testimonies : Witnesses of French Nuclear 
Testing in the South Pacific. 10.

1996 and marked the end of the French atomic experiment in 
the Pacific. In total, 193 explosions took place at Moruroa and 
Fangataufa, 41 of which were atmospheric.

This French geostrategic approach of Tahiti is not new per se, 
except regarding the funds invested. It comes in the continuity 
of the colonial attitude, who saw the islands as laboratories and 
military bases. 

The CEP is the fusion, in a unique structure, of this ambition. 
However, it would be hasty to think the bomb destroyed the 
paradisiac myth when, in fact, it reactivated the myth to the point 
of making it economically valuable, through the development 
of an international airport and the port of Pape’ete. The territory 
can base its future independence on the modern exploitation of 
the myth: tourism.48

48. Bachimon, Tahiti, Entre Mythes et Réalités : Essai d’histoire Géographique. 
Original: “Il serait faux d’en conclure hâtivement que la bombe a détruit le 
mythe paradiasique. Elle l’a au contraire reactive au point d’en faire une valeur 
économique sur laquelle le Territoire base sa future indépendance.” 334.

Figure 33 . The location of the nuclear 
test in Moruroa.
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Cultural Memories

In Memory

After the Second World War, the decolonization of the Pacific 
Islands led to many kinds of research on the discourse of 
colonization. Anthropologists studied indigenous customs, 
traditions, and oral memories. From Halbwachs’s treatise 
on collective memory, remembrance was recognised as a 
legitimate field of research, which presented a clean break 
from the traditional epistemological method that favoured the 
value of history as a science and considered oral memory as 
unreliable. 

However, the study of memory is not new. W.H. Burnham’s 
article in the American Journal of Psychology gives a clear 
account of the views of Plato and Aristotle and the issue of 
memory, which is a representation of the past, in other words, 
the presence of something absent. 

On this issue, Plato focused on the representation of absence 
and discussed what he called “eikon,” which is the image of 
memory, concluding that the question of memory is part of the 
more significant issue of imagination. For Aristotle, memory was 
a feeling imbued with a sense of time as it becomes preserved in 
mind. He also claimed that “we do not remember the thing that 
is absent, but rather the affection, and question the possibility of 
an image to evoke something distinct from it.”49 

49. W H Burnham, “Memory, Historically and Experimentally Considered. I. An 
Historical Sketch of the Older Conceptions of Memory,” The American Journal of 
Psychology 2, no. 1 (1888): 39–90, https://doi.org/10.2307/1411406.

After studying the Greek philosophers, Ricoeur concludes that 
memory should be the “happy fulfilment” of specific capacities, 
and not one prone to malfunctions as neuroscience liked to 
criticise. He also emphasises that forgetting is part of memory, 
as it is the only way to signify the past-character of what we 
claim to remember. 

While memory and imagination hold the presence of something 
absent, Ricoeur claimed the temporal aspect of memory is a 
crucial element to differentiate the images born from reality 
and fiction, and adds: “To put it bluntly, we have nothing better 
than memory to signify that something has taken place, has 
happened before we claim to remember it.”50

Husserl’s distinction between recollection and remembrance 
inspired Ricoeur’s definition of memory, which he claimed to be 
an aim and remembrance of the target. He added that memory 
is a singular competency and remembrance multiple. It would 
be argued though, that the process of memory is constant and 
unconscious, and translates feelings into remembrance, and 
that recollection is the conscious process of retrieving memories.

50. Paul Ricoeur, Kathleen Blamey, and David Pellauer, Memory, history, 
forgetting (Chicago, Ill: Univ. of Chicago Press, 2010). 21.

Memory is Social

In his book “La Memoire Collective,” the French philosopher 
and sociologist, Maurice Halbwachs, introduced the concept 
of collective memory. He defines it as being constructed, 
shared, and transmitted by large and small social groups. He 
focused on the relationship between memory and society and 
argued against the idea of memory being solely an individual 
capability. 51

Halbwachs claimed that memory is generated through society, 
and the social structure of a space influences one’s memory and 
acts as a cue for recollection. He rejected the idea that memory 
was generated by the impressions of an actual event on the 
human soul, and believed that people construct their memories 
as they interact with other people. Thus, some memories will 
be shared within the family, others among a group of workers,  
and so on. As individuals belong to multiple social groups, 
their memory becomes a woven fabric expressing their social 
identity and a testament to their past.

Sandra Harding, a feminist philosopher, pointed out that 
knowledge is socially situated. In her work on feminist 
standpoint theory, Harding claimed the social location, as well 
as the position of people, produces insights and truths specific 
to those social circumstances. 52 

51. Jeffrey K Olick and Joyce Robbins, “Social Memory Studies: From ‘Collective 
Memory’ to the Historical Sociology of Mnemonic Practices,” Annual Review of 
Sociology 24 (1998): 105–40, http://www.jstor.org/stable/223476. 109.
52. Marcel Stoetzler and Nira Yuval-Davis, “Standpoint Theory, 
Situated Knowledge and the Situated Imagination,” Feminist 
Theory - FEM THEORY 3 (December 1, 2002): 315–33, https://doi.
org/10.1177/146470002762492024. 316.

This theory contradicts the traditional views of epistemology, 
which claimed that knowledge is accessible by anyone despite 
different social locations. In standpoint theory, the social 
environment plays an essential role in shaping the views of the 
individuals within. Marginalised groups, because of their social 
position, produce unique knowledge, which only the people 
belonging to that group share. Outsiders cannot conceive of 
that knowledge until they reflect on their social status and gather 
testimonies from a member of the marginalised group directly.53

The conscious realization of our place in the world, invites 
us to think about our social and political identities, in terms 
of gender, race, sexual orientation, social, and ability status. 
Those multiple identities form our positionality, which influences 
our perception of the world and how we remember it. Jeanette 
Mageo, an anthropologist who researches positionality, 
claimed that people would only remember or forget in a way 
that benefits them and that positionality is a matter of moral 
justification.54

53. “Idea of Truth Series - On the Critique of Truth: Nietzsche, 
Standpoint Theory and Decolonization - YouTube,” accessed 
September 10, 2019, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_
p7iJOuguPo&list=LLGygCw2Jk8vT0_2nPNe5Uuw&index=11&t=1236s.
54. Jeannette Marie Mageo, ed., Cultural Memory : Reconfiguring History and 
Identity in the Postcolonial Pacific / Edited by Jeannette Marie Mageo (Honolulu: 

Figure 34 . Where you stand influence 
your perception of the world.
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Figure 35 . Aerial view of the 
National Museum of Australia

Architectural Precedents
Five precedents have been selected and provide a variety of 
programs: memorials, museums, and cultural centres. While 
none of them is in a similar context as Tahiti, they have been 
chosen for their relation to tragic events or conflicts born of 
colonisation. 

The Jewish Museum in Berlin and the Hiroshima Peace Center 
were studied to find ways to represent absence and horror. The 
National Museum of Australia is used to see how a dominant 
culture deals with its colonial past and represents the bicultural 
origin of its society. 

The Quai Branly Museum is used to show how France deals 
with its colonial past and presents it to the public. The Polynesian 
Cultural Center, a famous Polynesian theme park, is analysed 
to see how culture can be preserved.

University of Hawai’i Press, 2001). 6.

Figure 38 . Aerial view above the 
Pacific Pavillion in the Polynesian 
Cultural Centre in Hawai’i

Figure 36 . Aerial view of 
Hirsohima Memorial Park

Figure 37 . Aerial view of the Jewish 
Museum Berlin

Figure 39 . Cubes projecting out 
of the facade of the Quai Branly 
Museum

Left

Top-Right

Bottom-Left
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Figure 42 . Floor plan of the museum 
showing the axis of the void which 
traces the erasure.

Jewish Museum Berlin

The past is a collection of memories that are unique, different, 
and always competing to represent a nation’s history. This 
dynamic is particularly crucial regarding the Holocaust, as each 
person involved in this tragic event has their own perspective of 
what happened.

There have been many museums and memorials dedicated 
to the Jews since the Holocaust, but it remains challenging to 
represent the tragic event in a way that will invite people to 
engage with the past rather than avoid it.

The Jewish Museum Berlin is a memorial museum devoted to the 
Jewish Culture in Berlin with a strong emphasis on the Holocaust 
and its impact on Jews. The museum consists of two buildings: 
an old baroque edifice, which used to be the Berlin Museum 
and a postmodern structure design by Daniel Libeskind.

The building is wrapped in a metal skin and has strip windows 
breaking up its façade. Those slits cast striking light patterns on 
the interior walls and provide fragmented views of the cityscape 
as visitors move through the exhibition spaces.

From above, the museum looks like a jagged line and reinforces 
the idea of fragmentation. Libeskind’s concept sketches reveal 
that the form of the building is the result of a geometrical play 
of the star of David and was used to represent the violence the 
Jews experienced during the Holocaust.55

The entry of the new museum is in the old baroque building. 
It is carved out of a massive piece of concrete and is at the 
bottom of a giant concrete well. The enormous void pierces the 
existing building and merges the old and the new to emphasise 
the tangled history of Germany and the Jews.
55. “Case Study - Jewish Museum Berlin by Daniel Liebeskind by Stephen 
Andenmatten - Issuu,” accessed October 1, 2019, https://issuu.com/
stephenandenmatten/docs/casestudy. 62.

Libeskind designed the building around voids and used them 
to mark the absence of the Jews in Berlin after the Holocaust. 
At the bottom of one of the voids is a ground covered with 
metal pieces shaped like faces. Menashe Kadishman created 
this installation, named “Fallen Leaves.”, to evoke the unnamed 
victims of persecution and recall the absence.56

Before reaching the main exhibition areas about the Jewish 
culture, visitors are forced to walk through the Holocaust 
exhibition located below ground. The underground space has 
three corridors, each representing one of the three significant 
experiences in German Judaism: Continuity, Exile, and Death.57 

56. “Case Study - Jewish Museum Berlin by Daniel Liebeskind by Stephen 
Andenmatten - Issuu.”88.
57. Lisa A Costello, “Performative Memory: Form and Content in the Jewish 
Museum Berlin,” Liminalities: A Journal of Performance Studies 9, no. 4 (2013), 
http://liminalities.net/9-4/costello.pdf. 11.

Figure 40 . The metal skin mutilated by 
the strip windows.

Figure 41 . The Jewish Museum Berlin 
build in the memory of the victims of 
the Shoah. 

Figure 43 . The “Fallen Leaves” art 
installation at the bottom of the void
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Figure 44 . The three corridors 
representing: Continuity, Exile and 
Death.

Figure 45 . (1)The Holocaust Tower, 
(2) the underground Axes, and (3) the 
garden of Exile.

The Axis of Continuity is longest and represents the ongoing 
presence of Jews in Germany. This route leads to a long set of 
stairs, which stress the effort and difficulty of returning to the 
surface.

The Axis of Exile is named “the Escape: 1933-1941”. This path 
rakes up and widens as one move toward the Garden of Exile. 
The garden is organised around leaning pillars and a slanted 
floor. This spatial composition creates a labyrinth that evokes 
the feeling of exile by disorienting and destabilising visitors.58

The third corridor, the “Axis of the Holocaust,” is getting narrower 
as you get close to the black door at the end. Behind it, there 
is an empty concrete tower that commemorates the Holocaust 
victims. Inside the tower, the dark and cold atmosphere 
references the harsh conditions of concentration camps and 
horror of the gas chambers. The sliver of light above suggests a 
sense of hope and escape – but all out of reach.59

The memorial museum has always had a significant influence on 
history and what people believe happened. Libeskind thought 
it was essential to present multiple perspectives. He designed 
spaces to manifest different stories and engage the visitor in 
a dialogue with the exhibition and their knowledge about the 
Holocaust.

58. Costello. 12.
59. Costello. 15.

12
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Figure 46 . Exhibition Hall, front view 
toward Atomic Bomb.

Figure 48 . The “Genbaku Dome” 
following the attack.

Hiroshima Peace Memorial Park

On 6 August 1945, during the second world war, the United 
States dropped the first nuclear bomb on the city of Hiroshima 
in Japan. The nuclear weapon, named “Little Boy,” killed at 
least 70,000 people and obliterated the city.

In 1946, the War Damage Rehabilitation board sent Kenzō 
Tange, a Japanese architect, to Hiroshima to assess the damage. 
Within the ruins, he saw a blank canvas and a rare opportunity 
to redefine the city without any structural or legal constraints. 
Tange’s master plan for the rebuild of the city defined the 
epicentre of the explosion as a place of rebirth. He proposed 
to build a large-scale park as an attempt to memorialise the 
unprecedented nuclear attack and to commemorate the end of 
the war.60

60. Hyunjung Cho, “Hiroshima Peace Memorial Park and the Making of Japanese 
Postwar Architecture,” Journal of Architectural Education 66, no. 1 (September 
28, 2012): 72–83, https://doi.org/10.1080/10464883.2012.720915. 75.

In May 1949, an international competition was announced for 
the design of the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Park. The brief 
required the design of a memorial park and other facilities 
that would provide space for conferences, exhibitions, and 
gatherings.

From the 132 entries submitted, Tange was awarded the project. 
He proposed a memorial complex composed of three buildings: 
the Exhibition Hall, the Main Hall, and the International 
Conference Centre. Tange’s proposal was characterised by its 
axial composition and the integration of the memorial complex 
within the existing urban context. The design included the 
Peace Boulevard as an access road and placed the “Genbaku 
Dome,” the only structure in the area that survived the atomic 
blast, as the apex of the central north-south axis.

Tange aligned the four main facilities along the axis starting 
with the peace memorial complex, followed by the plaza and 
the cenotaph which commemorates the victims of the nuclear 

attack, and finally ends with the Atomic Dome. This arrangement 
creates a reverse chronology outlining the story of Hiroshima.61 

The Peace Memorial Complex is a fine example of international 
style architecture. Massive concrete columns raised the modern 
structure and formed a gateway to the park. The columns 
also frame the cenotaph and the Dome and create a forced 
perspective and shrink the Dome into a harmless and romantic 
relic from the past. This image is a reminder of the damage 
suffered but also displays resilience. At present, its skeleton 
remains in society and has been immortalised by the framing. 62

Strangely enough, Tange’s proposal, which should symbolise 
the new Japan, closely resembles his wartime design for the 
Great East Project. They both share a similar plan, with two 
buildings placed symmetrically on each side and a central axis 
aligning the entrance with a monument on the other end. Some 
critics commented that Tange managed to realise his previous 
ideas in this park, but on a much smaller scale.63

While both share the same plan, Tange removed all the elements 
that would reference Japanese tradition and fully embraced 
the brutalist architecture of the international style. The raw 
concrete structure reflected the Corbusian philosophy and the 
growing ideas toward democracy and humanity after the war, 
which opposed the nationalistic discourse of pre-war Japan. 
Tange’s adoption of the international style was a way to break 
ties with their past and reconnect with the global architecture 
community.64

61. Cho. 76.
62. Cho. 76.
63. Cho. 77.
64. Cho. 77.

Figure 49 . Kenzo Tange, Plan for the 
Peace Park, Hiroshima, 1955

Figure 47 . Cenotaph dedicated to 
the victims of the nuclear attack

Right

Left
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Figure 50 . The tangled destinies 
represent by the Boolean string. It 
coils, folds and tangles. Its prescence 
is defined by the voids it creates.

Figure 51 . Museum entrance and 
loop

Figure 52 . Site plan of the National 
Museum of Australia (NMA)

National Museum of Australia

The museum is a social history museum, which aims to reflect 
the nation’s cultural identity through the themes of land, people, 
and nation. The building and its collection were to be the 
foundation for the ongoing debate on the nation’s history and 
origin. The building was to use abstract and literal analogies to 
generate an engaging and emotional experience. It was set to 
be a major tourist attraction to reflect the culture of Australia.65

In 1997, after funding was approved for the project, a design 
competition was held. The Australian firm, Ashton Ragatt 
McDougall Architecture won the international competition and 
was asked to use Walter Burley Griffin’s original axes, which 
were used to plan the development of the city of Canberra, as 
65. “National Museum of Australia - Audio on Demand - Design Inspirations 
behind the Museum Building,” accessed October 7, 2018, http://www.nma.gov.
au/audio/transcripts/NMA_Design_building_20090429.html.

a starting point to develop the design of the museum, to ensure 
it was linked to the surrounding city. 

The Architect Howard Ragatt used Griffin’s Axes and an other 
axis which is aligned with Uluru (Ayers Rock), a landmark 
for both Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians alike, to 
respond to the site and convey the notion of intertwined stories 
that make up Australia.66

The design proposed by ARM is a series of relatively small 
buildings located on the edges of the Acton Peninsula, which 
form a semicircle around the Garden of Australian Dreams. The 
complex is composed of complex geometrical forms, unusual 
spaces and colourful facades splashed with bright red, orange 
and yellow.

66. Tangled Destinies: National Museum of Australia (Mulgrave, Vic.: Images Pub. 
Group, 2002).

The museum is based on the idea of the knotted ropes. It 
symbolises the different stories that shaped Australia. The 
architects stated: “We like to think that the story of Australia 
was not one, but many tangled together. Not an authorised 
version but a puzzling confluence; not merely the resolution of 
difference but its wholehearted embrace.”67 

The museum is meant to be the centre of the knot, with the tangled 
ropes extending into the landscape. The most obvious of these 
extensions is the great orange and red swirl of the Uluru line that 
loops across the front of the museum, like a rollercoaster, before 
turning into a canopy that leads to the museum’s entrance.

The circulation inside the museum is set as a journey that starts 
from the entry into the main hall, followed by the Gallery of the 
First Australian and the Garden of Australian Dreams. Inside 
the main hall, the theme knot is present through the complex 
structure of the interior. The Main Hall is derived from the 
subtraction of the virtual knot from the rectangular box.68 

The idea of “tangled vision” is also implied by referencing 
famous architecture buildings. For example, the Gallery of the 
First Australia has a similar floor plan to the Jewish Museum 
67. “National Museum of Australia - Architecture Gallery - Australian 
Institute of Architects, The Voice of Australian Architecture,” accessed 
October 7, 2018, https://dynamic.architecture.com.au/gallery/cgi-bin/
awardssearch?option=showaward&entryno=20021002.
68. John Paul Swift, “The National Museum of Australia: A Study in Generative 
Design,” accessed October 8, 2018, http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/
download?doi=10.1.1.452.2464&rep=rep1&type=pdf.

by Daniel Libeskind. Like the invisible knot in the Main hall, this 
reference is not noticeable without an aerial view of the building, 
a floor plan and prior knowledge of Liebeskind’s work.69 

The exterior of the building is covered with aluminium panels 
and plasterboard rather than more “serious” materials like 
stone or stainless steel used in traditional institutional buildings, 
which reinforce the idea of an anti-monumental building. Many 
of the panels are covered in hidden messages, including words 
written in braille or giant super graphics projected on the 
building, which can only be seen if the façades are laid flat on 
a paper.70

69. “Australia Looks Back in Allegory at Its Inglorious Past | From the Observer 
| The Guardian,” accessed October 8, 2018, https://www.theguardian.com/
theobserver/2001/mar/04/featuresreview.review2.
70. Uros Cvoro, “Monument to Anti-Monumentality: The Space of the National 
Museum Australia,” 2006, https://www2.le.ac.uk/departments/museumstudies/
museumsociety/documents/volumes/cvoro.pdf.

1: Gallery of the First Australians

2: Permanent Gallery

3: Main Hall

4: Temporary Gallery

5: Administration

6: Gargden of Australians Dreams

7 .: Australian Institute of Aboriginal
     & Torred Strait Islanders Studies
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Figure 53 . View of the 
underside of the main gallery.

Figure 54 . The 12-metre high glass 
wall and the green facade.

Figure 55 . Interior of the Main  
Gallery.

Figure 56 . Floor plan of the Main 
Gallery with the exhibition floor divided 
in four areas: Oceania, Asia, Africa 
and America

The Quai Branly Museum

It has been a tradition for French Presidents to build museums 
as a monument to their time in office. Georges Pompidou with 
the Centre Pompidou, the Musée d’Orsay initiated by Valery 
Giscard d’Estaing and the Grand Louvre commissioned by 
Francois Mitterand.71

In 1966, following his election as president of France, Jacques 
Chirac announced the creation of a new museum for France’s 
collection of indigenous art from Africa, Asia, Oceania, and the 
Americas. 

Many renowned architects, such as Tadao Ando, Renzo Piano, 
Norman Foster, and Rem Koolhaas, submitted design proposals 
for the new museum. In the end, the French architect, Jean 
Nouvel won the competition for this project. Judges described 
his proposal as a “striking” without being “monumental” 
design.72 The museum was inaugurated on June 2006 in Paris 
and was the first new national museum to be built in the capital 
since the opening of the Centre Pompidou in 1977. 

The museum complex is composed of four buildings, covering 
30,000 square metres, along with a 7,500 square metres 
garden, designed by Gilles Clement and surrounded by a 
12-metre high glass wall protecting it from street noise. 

71. Susan Collard, “The Architecture of Power: François Mitterrand’s Grands 
Travaux Revisited 1,” International Journal of Cultural Policy 14 (May 1, 2008): 
195–208, https://doi.org/10.1080/10286630802106375. 196.
72. Anthony Alan Shelton, “The Public Sphere as Wilderness: Le Musée Du Quai 
Branly,” Museum Anthropology 32, no. 1 (n.d.): 1–16, https://doi.org/10.1111/
j.1548-1379.2009.01017.x. 2.

Each building has a unique façade and architectural style. The 
main building is 220 metres long and contains the permanent 
gallery and two suspended temporary exhibition areas. Two 
large concrete silos on each end and twenty-six steel columns 
raise the museum above the garden. The bridge-like structure 
allows visitors to walk under it, among trees, plants, and pools, 
to the museum’s entrance.

On top of the main gallery, there is a terrace restaurant, where 
the public can enjoy a panoramic view of the Seine. The public 
accesses the museum through a circular louvered building, 
where the ticketing office, the Garden Gallery, and temporary 
exhibition space are located.

The Auvent building houses a lecture theatre, working spaces, 
a cinema, and an archive. The administration wing has 140 
workspaces over five floors and features a green wall on its 
façade. The last building along the rue de l’Université contains 
a shop, a bookstore and the conservation laboratories.

Inside, the Quai Branly adopts an innovative spatial 
arrangement with no corridors or hallways to break away from 
traditional museology.73 The journey to the main gallery starts 
via a twisting ramp that curves around a glass cylinder that runs 
from the basement to the top floor and acts as a glass case for 
the musical instrument collection.

The ramp leads to “La Riviere,” a path marked by a low wall 
structure which some call “le serpent.” The wall provides a 
tactile surface embedded with braille letters and film monitors. 
The scholar James Clifford claimed, “le serpent” separated the 
contextual information from the exhibition. He also worried the 
museum could become a “magical theme park” if the public did 
not use the virtual tools for contextualising the artefacts.74

73. Anthony Alan Shelton, “The Public Sphere as Wilderness: Le Musée 
Du Quai Branly,” Museum Anthropology 32, no. 1 (n.d.): 1–16, https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1548-1379.2009.01017.x. 5.
74. James Clifford, “Quai Branly in Process,” October 120 (2007): 3–23, http://
www.jstor.org/stable/40368466. 10.
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Figure 57 . Site plan of the Centre.

Figure 58 . Polynesian Cultural Center 
Laie Oahu aerial view Hawaii.

Polynesian Cultural Centre

The Mormon Missionary, Mattew Cowley, first introduced the 
concept of the Polynesian Cultural Centre (PCC) in 1921. After 
his first mission in New Zealand, he developed a deep interest 
in the cultures of Maori and other Polynesian societies. Cowley 
worried that in time Polynesian cultures would disappear. He 
hoped “to see the day when my Maori people down there 
in New Zealand will have a little village there at Laie with a 
beautiful carver house…the Tongans will have a village too, 
and the Tahitians and Samoans and all those islanders of the 
sea.” 75

In early 1962, a 12-acre site in Laie, on the north shore of Oahu 
in Hawaii was chosen to be the home of the PCC. It took over a 
hundred people and skilled Polynesian artisans to complete the 
centre and to finally open its doors to the public in 1963. Since 
then, the park has grown to 42 acres and has become one of 
the most popular attractions in Hawaii.76

The PCC is known as a Polynesian themed park and acts as a 
living museum for the Polynesian cultures. The centre is divided 
into two main parts: traditional Polynesian villages are on the 
south end, and the north end is the Pacific Pavilion theatre. In 
between, there are the visitors’ main entrance, the restaurant, a 
snack bar, and gift shops.

75. Alice C Pack, “Building Missionaries in Hawaii, 1960-1963” ([Laie, 
Hawaii]: [Church College of Hawaii], 1963), https://archive.org/details/
buildingmissiona00pack. 132.
76. Jeffery M Caneen, “Tourism and Cultural Identity: The Case of the 
Polynesian Cultural Center,” 2014, https://www.atiner.gr/journals/
tourism/2014-1-2-1-Caneen.pdf. 111.

Behind the restaurant, a lagoon connects the villages to the 
Pavilion. The lagoon enriches the centre’s landscape and 
emphasises how important the sea is for Polynesians. Tourists 
can embark on a journey aboard double-hulled canoes 
to reach the other villages. The lagoon becomes an exciting 
adventure, but because it represents the ocean, the shortness of 
each voyage misrepresents the insularity of the Pacific and helps 
to produce a homogenous image of the Polynesian cultures.77

The seven villages presented in the PCC are replicas of 
traditional Polynesian structures from famous islands in the 
Pacific: Tahiti, Hawai’i, Fiji, Samoa, Tonga, New Zealand, and 
the Marquesas. Each village includes an assortment of buildings 
and is inhabited by staff dressed as “islanders” who showcase 
the culture, arts, and crafts of their respective Islands. 

77. Terry D Webb, “Highly Structured Tourist Art: Form and Meaning of the 
Polynesian Cultural Center,” The Contemporary Pacific 6, no. 1 (1994): 
59–86, http://www.jstor.org/stable/23701590. 65.

Despite its commercial success, the PCC has often been 
criticised for its lack of authenticity. It was described as a tourist 
trap because it reflects tourists’ notions of the Pacific rather than 
preserving Polynesian cultures.78

78. Webb. 80.

Figure 59 . Polynesian show over the 
Lagoon.
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SITE + CONTEXT

Figure 60 . Tahiti, Moorea and Bora 
Bora are the top 3 most populated 
islands in French Polynesia.

Figure 61 . Population 
distribution in Tahiti.

Figure 62 . The majority of the 
population lives on the coast of the 
Island. New housing developments 
are creeping into the valleys.

Population distribution in French Polynesia in 2017

The project aims to educate the locals about Tahiti’s culture 
and history. Therefore, It was essential to choose a site close to 
where most of the population in French Polynesia lives. 

The 2017 census indicated the total inhabitants of French 
Polynesia were 275, 918, with 68.7% of the population living in 
Tahiti alone, and most were living along the coast of Pape’ete, 
Faa’a, and Puna’auia. The indigenous Tahitians make up 70% 
of the population alongside Europeans, Chinese and people of 
mixed heritage referred to as “Demis.”79

The port is in Pape’ete and the International airport in Faa’a, 
making those two communities the gateway to the outside 
world. However, the capital city Pape’ete is the heart of 
the island, where most of the retail shops, schools, and 
administrative buildings are located. Pape’ete would provide 
the best opportunity to reach residents and tourists.

79. “Répartition de La Population En Polynésie Française En 2017,” accessed 
October 7, 2019, http://www.ispf.pf/docs/default-source/rp2017/repart_
poplegale_communes_2017_v3.pdf?sfvrsn=2.
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Pape’ete, Tahiti

Since the annexation of Tahiti in 1880, France’s activities and 
policies have progressively transformed the capital city of 
Pape’ete. Like most colonial cities, Pape’ete is a “product of 
history, both of the urban forms and functions inherited from 
the past, and of the new urban meaning assigned to them by 
conflictive historical change.”80

80. Manuel. Castells, The City and the Grassroots : A Cross-Cultural Theory of 
Urban Social Movements. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983). 331.

Figure 63 . Harbor of Pape’ete around 
1950.

Figure 64 . Harbor of Pape’ete  
around 1970.

Figure 65 . Aerial view of the Port of 
Pape’ete around 2014.
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Figure 67 . Aerial view of 
Papee’ete.

Figure 66 . Figure ground of 
Pape’ete.
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Figure 68 . Avenue Pouvanaa Oopa, 
Pape’ete.

Figure 70 . General de Gaule 
Monument in Pape’ete.

For the métropole, colonies were ideal laboratories where 
new ideas about urban planning and architecture could be 
carried out without any restraint. The streets and buildings were 
becoming more and more European.

In Tahitian neighbourhoods, like Paofai and Taraoi, a grid of 
streets and boulevards was applied. Many of those streets were 
named after famous colonialists people: Rue Paul Gauguin, Rue 
Cook, and the Avenue Bruat. The Avenue Bruat was named to 
honour the French admiral, who persuaded Queen Pomare to 
acknowledge a French protectorate over Tahiti. 81

This means of commemoration has been frequently used by 
colonial governments to push their political agendas. In 2006, 
81. Miriam Kahn, Tahiti beyond the Postcard: Power, Place, and Everyday 
Life (Culture, Place, and Nature), Tahiti Beyond the Postcard: Power, Place, 
and Everyday Life (Culture, Place, and Nature) (Seattle: Seattle : University of 
Washington Press, 2010). 45.

Oscar Temaru, the president of French Polynesia at that time, 
decide to rename the Avenue Bruat after Pouvanaa Oopa, the 
founder of contemporary Tahitian Nationalism. 

At the same time, Temaru’s government approved “the 
placement of a monument commemorating the forty years since 
the first French nuclear test on the 2 July 1966, by the Moruroa 
e Tatou association of former workers on the nuclear site.”82 

But in 2014, Gaston Flosse, the then President of French 
Polynesia, renamed the site where the monument was after 
Jacques Chirac. He then offered to relocate the memorial to the 
outskirt of the city, which Moruroa e Tatou refused.

82. Bruno Saura, “Remembrance of the Colonial Past in the French Islands 
of the Pacific: Speeches, Representations, and Commemorations.,” The 
Contemporary Pacific 27, no. 2 (2015): 337–68, https://core.ac.uk/download/
pdf/77239299.pdf. 357.

Figure 69 . Louis Antoine de 
Bougainville Monument in 
Bougainville Park.

Left

Right

Figure 71 . Poovanaa Oopa 
Monument in Pape’ete.

Figure 72 . French Nuclear Tests 
Memorial on place Jacques Chirac.

Top Left

Bottom Left

Right
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Figure 74 . Buildings in Pape’ete.Figure 73 . Buildings in 
Pape’ete

Walk in Pape’ete
2

1

3 43

1
2

1: Apartment Building

2: High Commissioner  House

3: Post Office / Admin Building

1: Pape’ete Terminal Ferry

2: Territory Assembly

3: Territory Assembly Entry

4: Retail/Apartment near Waterfront
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Figure 76 . Site plan of 
selected site.

Figure 75 . View of the old 
Navy complex.

Site + Brief

Following the research, it was decided to design a memorial 
museum that would reveal the colonial past of Tahiti and 
commemorate the French Nuclear Tests. 

Building the memorial in Moruroa, like the Hiroshima project, 
would be meaningful, but would be unrealistic for political and 
safety reasons.

The chosen site is an empty lot close to the current French 
Nuclear Monument.  The site used to be the former command 
complex of the French Navy in Pape’ete. 

The 3275m2 site has currently two buildings: the hotel of the 
Navy and the admiral’s house. Coincidentally, France agreed 
to return the property to French Polynesia at no cost under the 
sole condition that a memorial for the Nuclear Test is to build 
within five years.83 

83. “France Gives Tahiti Site for Nuclear Memorial | RNZ News,” accessed 
October 7, 2019, https://www.rnz.co.nz/international/pacific-news/376007/
france-gives-tahiti-site-for-nuclear-memorial.

Program

- Memorial space for the Nuclear Tests.

- Memorial room dedicated to the victims of the Nuclear Tests.

- Main galleries to exhibit the history of Tahiti.

- Temporary gallery space to promote contemporary artists.

- Storage spaces for the collection.

- Education centre (library and workshop spaces).

- Café and kitchen.

- Administration and ticket office.

- Souvenir and gift shops.

- Park and courtyards space for public use.

- Mechanical room for services

- Rooftop garden

Avenue du Général de Gaulle

Avenue Pouvanaa a O
opa

Rue Dupetit-Thouars

Boulevard de la Reine Pomare IVPlace Jacques 
Chirac

Park 
Bougainville

French 
Nuclear 

Memorial

1

1

Site: Old French Navy Complex
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Figure 79 . (2) and (3) The existing 
buildings, which have been let in ruins 
for years.

Figure 77 . Rue Dupetit-Thouars. 
Named, named after the French 
naval officer who established a 
French protectorate over Tahiti in 
1843.

Site Visit

Figure 78 .  The Park Bougainville 
is right next to the site. A place 
occupied by locals most of the 
time. To play music and chess/

Figure 80 . A wide boulevard is 
separating the site and the waterfront.
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Figure 82 . All views along Avenue 
Général de Gaule.

Figure 81 . (1) and (2) Views of the 
buildings along the Avenue Pouvanaa 
aOopa (3) Parking adjacent to 
selected site.
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The research aims to find a spatial and aesthetic composition 
that can reflect the colonial history of Tahiti and trigger the 
memory or imagination of a specific space in time.

The initial design strategy adopted an approach of substitution. 
Conceptual frameworks discovered through the study of 
architectural precedents were applied on the site and analysed 
within the context of colonisation to verify their suitability for the 
project.

An interpretive approach of the information and images 
gathered during the contextual research inspired to produce 
an abstract representation of the different colonial times. The 
purpose of this exploration was not to build an exact replicat 
but to build a space that evokes feelings or images.

Overall Plan Strategy

Design Methods

The French geographer Phillipe Bachimon argued that Tahiti’s 
geography changed following the arrival of Europeans in 
the Pacific. Therefore, their encounters are a kind of threshold 
to other dimensions. The design research explores ways of 
emphasising those meeting points through a change of levels, 
materiality, form and scale.

The overall design research involves a back and forth between 
sketching and computer modelling. This process brings out 
different outcomes as the means of exploration within those 
media are different. 

Recorded design explorations are available on YouTube 
(https://youtu.be/gIxpZ8VRWds)
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Axis - Events

The Holocaust and the French Nuclear testing were tragic 
events with massive consequences to the culture of the Jews and 
Tahitians, respectively. The Shoah resulted in the extermination 
of millions of Jews, and the nuclear bomb contaminated the 
Polynesians and their environment.  In this initial concept, 
Libeskind’s JWB axial composition was used to reflect the 
evolution of the Tahitian culture, the life of workers in Moruroa, 
and the Nuclear Explosion. 

Timeline

Tange’s Hiroshima project uses the alignment of buildings 
to create a chronological timeline of the nuclear attack. This 
idea was used to represent the colonial times in Tahiti. An axis 
was traced across the site and plotted with the critical colonial 
encounters to represent the European colonisation of Tahiti.

Tangled Destinies

Another line was drawn in to include the Tahitians in the 
process of colonisation. It moves outside of European history 
but gravitates back toward the centre until it intersects to mark 
a critical encounter between both cultures. This intersection also 
means the end of one era and the beginning of a new one.

Social Spaces

The intersection between the lines of colonisation and Tahitians 
reveals a shared space. This space defines a social space where 
a collective memory is born, one shared by both Tahitians and 
Europeans. At the same time, a negative space, generated 
between the line of Tahitians and the site boundaries, represent 
the memories only know by Tahitians. This spatial composition 
is then used to develop a program and identify locations for 
public spaces.

Figure 83 . Concept design using 
Libeskind’s axial composition

Figure 84 . Concept sketch of 
the timeline composition.
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Figure 87 . Facade design and 
underground spaces.

Figure 88 . Materials and 
Levels exploration.

Digital modeling

Selected floor plans were extruded to study the relationship 
of the building with its surrounding context and to move the 
conceptual development from plan to section and elevations. 
The exploration of the concept ended with a design that literally 
materialises the timeline, and also leads to the next conceptual 
exploration, which is of the relationship between levels and the 
performance spaces.

A plan as a section

The timeline represented spaces that were visible to everyone, 
and others only noticeable to a few. The plan was used as a 
section with the timeline overlapping the ground level. This 
approach resulted in spaces below and above ground. This 
concept analysed the relationship between the levels of the 
vertical circulation within the building.

Figure 85 . The timeline was 
extruded to form a 3D model.

Left

Right

Figure 86 . Time was digitised 
and scale to fit the site.

Left

Right
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Figure 91 . The composition includes: 
circle, pentagon, hexagon, square to 
identify the different colonial times.

An Island

This design method sees the building as an island. The outline 
formed by the timeline becomes the shores of Tahiti. This 
new perspective implies a change of direction, where the 
movement happened from east to west, turning spaces into 
either ocean or land. 

The Atoll

An iteration of the previous concept, where the spaces are 
rearranged along the boundaries to form a lagoon protected 
by a great barrier reef. This layout creates an inner courtyard 
accessible to the public.

Figure 89 . The space within the 
timeline have change to fit a program.

Shape

Symbols such as geometric shapes add a layer of meaning into 
the spatial composition of the building. The hexagon is used to 
represent the early church typology and France (as it is often 
used to define the continental part of France).

Figure 92 . A concept of the 
underground. The idea of a keystone 
to represent France influence on the 
development of the space in Tahiti.

Left

Right

Figure 90 . This concept explore the 
relationship of the proam with the 
inner courtyard.

Left

Right
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Master Planning

Permeability 

The atoll analogy created another perspective for this project 
and saw an opportunity to integrate the memorial physically to 
the context by extending the lagoon to the carpark adjacent to 
the site. The surrounding buildings will also be part of the design 
and form a barrier reef around the whole block. 

Figure 93 . Master planning 
and exploration of the 
circulation through the block.

Figure 95 . Floor plans development 
using the grid to unify the composition.

Figure 94 . Program diagram 
including the surrounding 
buildings.

The Grid

The grid pattern has been applied to the site to develop a plan influenced by 
structure. This approach aims to express the influence of France in the development 
of Tahiti. This concept is further refined to evoke a sense of enslavement, referencing 
the social changes that followed the arrival of the CEP. As a compositional tool, 
the grid is used to rationalise and unify the plan through proportion. 

Left

Right
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Voids

The memorial voids represent the social spaces that have been 
lost or forgotten during colonisation. The enclosure defines their 
absence and expresses the structural role of the past in the 
development of the present.

Figure 96 . Iterations of the 
memorial voids. Representing 
the nuclear bomb exploding.

Figure 97 . Memorial space model in 
ArchiCAD. Exploration of relationship 
between levels.

Performance Space
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Light

Light studies have been part of the research to understand 
the type of atmosphere created within the memorial space. 
Computer modeling was used to visualise the lights effects 
through different types of openings with different sizes, shapes, 
and location. 

Figure 98 . Series of light 
studies.
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Positionality / Standpoint

Within each performance space, multiple viewpoints and levels 
will be incorporated to provide different experiences. This 
method will allow the visitor to see the exhibition through a new 
perspective. 

Figure 99 . Design exploration 
of the underground path. 

Figure 100 . The memorial 
sphere reaching the surface.
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Figure 101 . Concept sketch 
of for the cladding over the 
memorial box.

Figure 102 . Copper changing 
color over time chart.

Patina

Patina is a thin layer of colour that develops over metal after it is 
exposed to the weather. The design embraces this phenomenon 
as it adds character to the building. For example, copper panels 
are used to cover the nuclear memorial. As the patina develops, 
the nuclear memorial will turn from orange to turquoise. This 
method will imbue the building with a sense of time and energy. Figure 103 . Materials study 

on the elevations.

Facade and Materials
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Figure 104 . Aerial view of 
Design Development 01

Figure 105 . Roof Plan of 
Design Development 01.Ruins

The idea is to demolish the existing building except for the 
facade of the old naval hotel. The facade becomes a shield that 
protects the site and the base for a green wall. As the plants 
grow, the facade will disappear but will retain its presence.

Super graphic/ overlay

The site visit proved that Tahitians expressed their cultural, 
sorrow, and frustration through graffiti. While many are just 
mere vandalism, those that were commissioned have become a 
tourist destination and an integral part of the urban fabric. The 
plan composition includes images of islands and maps to add 
a sense of place and identity.
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Design Development 1
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Imagination is a creative process that has allowed people to 
envision a world they cannot see. Those visions have given 
many the motivation and confidence to embark on a voyage 
toward the unknown. In the case of Polynesians, myths and 
legends were fundamental for encouraging settlement in the 
Pacific, by providing a narrative that would guarantee the 
discovery of hidden shores.

During Antiquity, Greek philosophers used imagination and 
scientific knowledge to theorise the existence of a southern 
continent. They believed there had to be another landmass on 
the other side of the equator to balance the northern continent. 
This imaginary land reappeared in the 15th century maps 
which pushed many European navigators to seek out this Terra 
Australis. 

However, this vision of the world has formed a colonial discourse 
and hindered ‘Europeans’ ability to recognise the insularity of 
the Pacific. They assumed islands were the tip of a submerged 
continent and allowed the myth to survive as another sunken 
continent, a New Atlantis. 

This misunderstanding of the Pacific continued in the 18th 
century when the first Europeans arrived in the Pacific and 
found people living there. They preferred to believe they were 
created in place by God rather than accepting the navigational 
skills of Polynesian ancestors. As for missionaries, the newfound 
paradise was in direct contradiction to their biblical beliefs, and 
they saw the mystical islands as the devil’s lair.

In the 1960s, France saw the islands of Tahiti as the perfect 
laboratory for the development of their nuclear arsenal. The 
arrival of the Centre d’Experimentation du Pacifique (CEP) 
utterly changed the geography and culture of Tahiti.

Following the end of the nuclear tests in 1996, the local 
government has been forced to revive the myth of paradise 
to ensure the economic survival of the island. But this romantic 
image, boosted by the tourism industry, distracts from the social 
and environmental issues caused by colonization, the nuclear 
test and global warming.

The research ended with the design of a memorial museum that 
commemorates the colonial past of Tahiti. The memorialization 
project promotes education by engaging the locals and tourists 
in a dialogue with the past. 

Conclusion Exhibitions provide documentary evidence of the pasts, while 
memorial spaces invite the visitor to remember or imagine the 
feeling of being in Tahiti at a particular time in history.

The memorial spaces are interpretations of the different 
colonial geographies of Tahiti. They are designed to trigger 
remembrance through feelings generated by form, materiality, 
and atmosphere of the space. The visceral experience 
allows the democratization of memories by acknowledging 
everyone’s narrative, not just the one set out by France. 
The process of remembrances allows present and future 
generations to learn about their origins and the issues they will 
face in the future.

The project hopes to initiate social, economic, and political 
changes that will benefit Tahitian society and open a new path 
toward reconstruction, one that will not be defined by others but 
by Tahitians themselves. 
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