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Scholars of Pacific encounters in the age of Cook have justly devoted considerable attention 
to moments of cartographic exchange between islanders and Europeans. For example, recent 
studies of the maps and island-catalogues made during the Endeavour voyage (through 
conversations between the accomplished Ra‘iātean navigator Tupaia, his Māori interlocutor 
Topaa, and Cook and his crew) have made even more apparent both the depth of knowledge 
held by Polynesian navigators and the seriousness with which all parties labored to share their 
understandings. However, historians’ focus on those efforts to document the locations of 
Pacific islands risks obscuring another highly consequential, multi-cultural discourse—about 
how those islands had been formed in the first place. Explanations for the origin of islands 
recurred throughout a series of interrelated pan-Polynesian genres of creation stories, 
genealogies, and migration narratives. Citing islanders’ accounts as evidence, the Resolution’s 
naturalist J.R. Forster produced in 1778 the first published effort to classify Pacific islands and 
offer theories for the formation of each type. This work had an enormous impact on European 
science, most importantly because it made Forster the first naturalist to claim that coral reefs 
(as they soon became known) are created by corals. Navigators and naturalists on ensuing 
voyages were increasingly guided by a desire to test competing theories of how such islands 
were formed, and by the 1840s they had applied diverse methods ranging from interviewing 
islanders to boring through reefs using well-drillers’ apparatus. In this paper I illustrate that 
some knowledge-exchanges from this period became deeply ingrained, as exemplified by the 
widespread adoption in the Pacific of the term “atoll” (a regional word from the Maldives in 
the Indian Ocean that was given a broader theoretical/typological definition by Charles 
Darwin after voyaging through both oceans). However, I argue that Polynesian and Western- 
scientific accounts encompassed marked contrasts in locating the causal powers and the 
temporalities responsible for island formation, with Europeans in this period being notably 
concerned that corals were rapidly and intentionally forming new reefs that would render 
nautical charts obsolete as quickly as they could be made. 
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