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In 1872 HMS Challenger set sail on a four-year circumnavigation of the globe in search of 
scientific knowledge of the deep sea.  This exploration of new oceanic spaces was deeply 
embedded within traditions of European exploration, maritime culture, and Victorian 
science.  Laying the foundations for modern oceanography, this expedition demonstrates the 
reconfiguration of scientific knowledge in the making of modern science. 
 
In addition to their oceanographic work the scientific staff of the expedition were also 
engaged in anthropological observations, as was typical for many European maritime 
expeditions of the period.  The anthropological work they did on the maritime cultures and 
objects of the Pacific Islands is a particularly interesting site of analysis in understanding the 
complex interplay between colonial interactions, knowledge exchange and anthropological 
study.  Through a close examination of the Challenger participants’ writings, I aim to 
understand how British maritime naturalists framed their understandings of indigenous 
knowledges as objects of study.  Further I wish to explore the extent to which this knowledge 
was adopted, or co-opted, by the scientific staff in the establishment of their own 
oceanographic epistemology. 
 
With a full awareness of the limitations of examining the study of indigenous Pacific cultures 
through the lens of European Victorian colonists, this paper is positioned to examine the 
relationship the Challenger scientific staff had with the people and objects they encountered 
during their voyage from their perspective, with a critical lens on how this took shape. 
 
Biographical information 
Emma Zuroski is a recent graduate from the University of Auckland, earning her PhD in History 
in early 2019.  Her thesis Depths of Knowledge: HMS Challenger and the Reconfiguration of 
Modern Science examines the history of the famous 19th century voyage and the links 
between the history and science of the ocean.  In addition to being a University Doctoral 
Scholar at Auckland, Emma was also awarded a Nancy Bamford Research Grant from the 
Auckland Museum in 2015. 
 
 

mailto:%E2%80%AAemma.zuroski@gmail.com%E2%80%AC

