
181
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The Tahitian2 fau, an imposing headdress over four feet (1.2m) in height, 
has received little published scholarly attention. First reported by Joseph Banks 
on Ra‘iatea in August 1769; today only two examples survive in collections. 
One, in the British Museum, was thought to have been collected during Cook’s 
first voyage, presumably by Joseph Banks. The second, in the Pitt Rivers 
Museum, Oxford, was collected by Johann Reinhold and George Forster during 
Cook’s second voyage. A third fau was at one time part of the Trinity College 
Collection, Dublin, suggesting that it was collected by either James Patten on 
Cook’s second voyage or by James King during the third voyage, but this fau 
does not appear to have survived. As will be seen, various drawings, paintings 
and engravings were made of fau, but if these relate to fau other than these 
three, their whereabouts are not known. By the end of the 18th century the use 
of fau, along with other important objects of Tahitian adornment—mourning 
costumes and gorgets (taumi)—appears to have ceased because of changes in 
the social and political systems of Tahiti.3 Fau, therefore, pose many questions 
as to their role and importance in Tahitian society.

The aim of this paper is to conduct an overview of fau by discussing 
the surviving examples, as well as extant illustrations, descriptions and 
commentary by 18th century voyagers and 20th century scholars. Observations 
will also be made on the role and importance of fau in the late 18th century—a 
time of dynamic transformation in Society Islands’ cultural affairs. 

To study fau is not without methodological difficulties. The two surviving 
examples are in poor condition, and illustrations of fau are few in number, 
most being derived from four drawings done during Cook’s first and 
second voyages (three by Sydney Parkinson and one by William Hodges).4 
Furthermore, our knowledge of fau in use is dependent on firsthand eyewitness 
accounts from the journals of those who sailed on Cook’s voyages. Both 
visual and textual sources create their own sets of problems, and caution 
must be exercised when using them. Bernard Smith has written eloquently 
on the issues of misinterpretation of visual imagery during the Cook voyage 
period. His book European Vision and the South Pacific (1985 [1960]) was 
the first to address the ways in which Europe was introduced to and “saw” 
the peoples and cultures of the Pacific. More recently Smith and Rüdiger 
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Joppien have published years of investigations in a series of volumes entitled 
The Art of Captain Cook’s Voyages (Joppien and Smith 1985a, 1985b, 1988). 
In these they illustrate and comment upon all the images associated with 
artists on Cook’s voyages, and an underlying criticism is that much artistic 
license was taken in the creation of these images—especially the engraved and 
published works. Smith (1985:4-7) also places the work of Cook’s artists into 
the broader framework of Western art history, offering insights into the ideals 
and fashions of 18th century artistic practice. He speaks of the allegorical 
and ethnographic conventions that allowed the public to understand and 
interpret what they were seeing, and that used costume and adornment in 
particular ways whenever the foreigner needed to be specified. However, we 
can look beyond criticisms, such as those about Sydney Parkinson’s inability 
to draw the human figure or the utilisation of classic postures, because the 
Europeanising of Tahitian society (landscape, dress, people, stance) truly 
comes into play with the engravers (working from drawings and text); they 
did not experience Tahiti or witness the events they were trying to depict.  

The images that exist of fau fall into several categories: sketches done at 
the time of interaction, fuller and/or composite images created during the 
voyage (when objects depicted were available for detailed scrutiny), drawings 
of specimens back in Europe, engraver’s images made from drawings, 
paintings done for the “academy” or for personal use, and images that entered 
the realm of popular culture. 

The textual information in the journals also raises problems. Smith 
(1985:29) commented that Banks constructed his descriptions in much the 
same manner as an artist would create a painting, and James Cook himself 
admitted that the journals might contain erroneous information. On Friday 
17 September 1773, Cook must have had a frustrating day for in his journal 
he comments twice about language barriers. He wrote, “The man of whom I 
made these inquires [sic] as well as some others took some pains to explain the 
whole of this Custom to us but we were not masters enough of their language 
to understand them.” In addition, “…and As their language is but imperfectly 
understood, even by those who pretend to the greatest knowlidge [sic] of it, 
Very little on this head is yet known with certainty” (Cook in Beaglehole 
1961:234, 238). These reservations were reiterated by Cook back in England 
in 1776, when James Boswell reported, 

… he [Cook] candidly confessed to me that he and his companions who 
visited the south sea islands could not be certain of any information they got, 
or supposed they got, except as to objects falling under the observation of the 
senses; … and any thing which they learnt about religion, government, or 
traditions might be quite erroneous”. (Beaglehole 1961:234, fn 5)

Tahitian Fau
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Notwithstanding this evidence of uncertainty, the journals and descriptions of 
events are necessary to any attempt at understanding either Tahitian society at 
this time or the fau. What is certain, however, is that two fau have survived.

THE BRITISH MUSEUM FAU

Roger Rose, in his comprehensive thesis on Tahitian material culture, 
describes the fau in the British Museum (TAH 9; Figs. 1 and 2):

The specimen in the British Museum is very complex…, the framework is 
built from split ‘ie‘ie (Freycinetia sp.) rootlets 3.5mm to 4mm in diameter 
that are arranged flat face inside into a cylinder approximately 20cm in 
diameter and 157cm tall. The lower ends of the vertical “warps” are bent 
inward and upward 40mm around a hoop of unsplit ‘ie‘ie and secured to it 
by three close rows of single-plait split ‘ie‘ie twining that incorporates each 
warp separately. Then, working upward from the base, the twining continues 
in diagonal bands 10cm to 15cm apart, each band comprising three closely-
spaced rows of wefting that incorporates two or three warps per stroke. The 
top of the cylinder is now open and terminates abruptly with the loose warp 
ends, but it may originally have been closed with a plaited dome surmounted 
by thick feather plumes.
The fau gains its striking character from the shield-shaped splayed frontal 
piece that is lashed to the lower front of the cylinder. Made in three sections, 
the shield is 102cm tall by 52cm wide at the bottom and 62cm at the top; 
the center is a rectangular frame of close-set ‘ie‘ie warps about 72cm long 
by 20cm to 25cm wide, and each side panel consists of horizontal ‘ie‘ie 
warps covering an area about 8-10cm high by 15cm wide. These panels are 
twined with split ‘ie‘ie wefts at 10cm to 15cm intervals to the vertical rods 
of the cylinder, which itself is reinforced with internal struts of sturdy reeds, 
and the entire surface of the shield is covered with thin and tattered black 
barkcloth that is beatermarked with perpendicular lines. Formerly, the front 
of the shield was profusely ornamented with black and probably also red and 
yellow feathers, but now only the remnants of small black feathers lashed 
in vertical rows about 10mm apart are preserved on the top and sides of the 
shield. A few large black feathers split along the shaft and seized in small 
clusters with coarse bast are fastened around the cylinder in transverse rows 
between the wefting, approximately one tuft every 8 to 10 warps. Originally, 
the rim of the shield was set off by tropic bird tail feathers that were bound 
to bamboo splints, tied to the frame, and backed by a band 50mm wide and 
plaited three-ply sennit braid. When worn, the helmet was secured to the head 
by means of heavy braided barkcloth ropes about one meter long fastened to 
the base of the cylinder. (Rose 1971:818-20) 
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Figure 1. Fau headdress, front view. British Museum, TAH 9. 
 (© The Trustees of the British Museum.) 

Tahitian Fau
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Figure 2. Fau headdress, profile view. British Museum, TAH 9.
 (© The Trustees of the British Museum.) 
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Steven Hooper, who examined this fau in March 2007, provides the 
following additional information:

The cylinder has vertical canes, sprung at the top, with 13 bands of horizontal 
ties plaited round the verticals, five of them visible above the shield. Every 
second horizontal plait has an internal ring of twisted cane supports. The 
bottom band is wider and has coir cord binding around the headband. Thick 
plaits of plain barkcloth are attached at four points to the sides and rear of 
the base of the headband. Remnants of white feathers at various places just 
inside the rim of the front of the “shield” appear to show that there were 
originally two rows of white feathers, one inside the other. 146 tail feathers 
of the white-tailed tropic bird (some broken) are attached around the rim of 
the shield with flat-plaited coir cordage similar to that used on taumi gorgets. 
Approximate dimensions: total ht. 164cm; total w. (excluding tropic bird 
feathers) 54cm; total d. (excluding tropic bird feathers) 61cm; ht. of shield 
106cm; diam. of cylinder 23cm. 

How this particular fau was acquired is not known, as no documentation 
relating to it has been located. It has come to be associated with Joseph 
Banks because a fau is depicted in a prominent position (bottom left) in an 
oil painting of Banks by Benjamin West (Fig. 3) and in a mezzotint after 
this portrait by John Raphael Smith (Fig. 4), which led Adrienne Kaeppler 
(1978:41) to offer the following observation:

The Tahitian chief’s headdress painted by West is certainly the one now in 
the British Museum. The same headdress was depicted by Miller in Add. Ms. 
15,508.18, and other objects of the same types as in the West painting are now 
also in the British Museum. In this case it is really unimportant whether they 
were collected by Cook or by Banks, because the first voyage provenance 
seems certain enough.

However, there are significant differences between the one in the West 
painting of Banks and the surviving British Museum example. The painted fau 
has a single row of white feathers ornamented with sharks’ teeth around the 
curving rim of the “shield”, is depicted as a little over three feet (1m) high to 
the top of the basketry and shows three transverse hoops around the cylinder 
above the height of the shield. The British Museum fau has the remains of two 
rows of white feathers around the rim of the shield, is over five feet (1.5m) high 
to the top of the basketry and has five transverse hoops visible above the shield. 
In addition, the British Museum example has the remains of split black feathers 
(most probably frigate bird) on the cylinder, which when in better condition 
will have obscured much of the basketry frame. Also, from the point of view 
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of West, there would have been no compositional reason preventing him from 
depicting the fau as taller if it had been so. For these reasons it seems unlikely 
that the British Museum fau is that shown in the Banks portrait. 

Anne D’Alleva (1997:372) also makes the point that the Banks portrait fau 
is unlikely to be the one in the British Museum. As evidence she states that 
the Banks fau has sharks’ teeth around the rim of the shield, which the British 
Museum fau does not. Furthermore, four depictions of fau—Parkinson’s 
drawing and Miller’s pen and wash (Figs 11 and 14 below), as well as West’s 
portrait of Banks (Fig. 3) and Smith’s mezzotint after West (Fig. 4)—all 
depict a fau with sharks’ teeth. Another set of images from this voyage also 

Figure 3. Benjamin West, Portrait of Joseph Banks (1771-72), oil on canvas, 
2340mm x 1600mm. (© Lincolnshire County Council, Usher Gallery). 
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exist. These may be different depictions of this same fau, or perhaps of 
another, because these images, Parkinson’s drawing, Chamber's engraving 
after Parkinson and Miller’s pen and wash (Figs 10, 12 and 15 below), all 
have the same proportions but do not include sharks’ teeth.

Kaeppler’s suggestion that the British Museum fau is the one depicted by 
Miller (Fig. 14) is also problematic because of the very clear indication of 
sharks’ teeth in the Miller drawing, while these are not present on the British 
Museum specimen. Be that as it may, the source of the British Museum fau 

Figure 4. John Raphael Smith, Mr Banks, mezzotint after the portrait by 
Benjamin West, 15 April 1773, mezzotint, 620mm x 380mm. 
(National Library of Australia, no. 2036006.)

Tahitian Fau



189

remains unknown, as indeed does the voyage from which it derived. Given 
that several fau were seen and at least one collected during the second voyage 
(see below), it may be that the British Museum example also derives from that 
voyage, and perhaps from Cook himself, who received presentations of major 
objects in April and May 1774 in exchange for red feathers; including on 7 
May a mourning costume now in the British Museum (Hooper 2006:182-83). 
In the absence of any documentation, this is perhaps the most likely scenario. 
A small clue, given its double row of white feathers, that it might have been 
seen by Johann Reinhold Forster is supplied by his observation: “sometimes 
they form of white feathers one or more borders round the whole frontlet” 
(Forster 1778:454, emphasis added; see below for full quotation).

The current state of the British Museum fau is extremely fragile; its 
appearance is quite shabby. This may be the result of over 200 years of decay, 
but it could also reflect the state in which it was collected. Some scholars 
believe that fau were collected in good condition, and often refer to both 
Miller’s drawings and West’s portrait as evidence, but it is quite possible 
that this was not the case. In both of these examples the shield of the fau is 
covered in feathers, whereas the cylinder has none. As the cylinder of the 
British Museum’s fau was covered with feathers, the absence of feathers could 
either represent a style of fau associated with the Leeward Islands, or indicate 
the state the depicted fau were in when they were acquired (see below).5

THE PITT RIVERS MUSEUM FAU

The second surviving fau was collected on Cook’s second voyage and is 
currently housed in the Pitt Rivers Museum, Oxford (1886.1.1683; formerly 
1886.1.1637.1 and Oxford 5; Figs 5-7). Roger Rose (1971:817-18) gives a 
brief description:

… split ‘ie‘ie warps are arranged in an open cylinder about 130cm tall and 
bent over a bottom hoop of similar material shaped to fit the head. The head 
band itself consists of four rows of coiled ‘ie‘ie rods with at least three white 
barkcloth cords tied to this foundation for securing the fau to the head. The 
shield is covered with thin barkcloth and small and whole iridescent greenish-
black feathers by binding together several quills with bast thread and tying 
them to the shield in two rows of running hitch knots. Except for two peripheral 
rows of black and white feathers that outline the shield and project outward, 
the feathers are attached in horizontal rows to point upward. The remnants 
of a few yellow feathers in eight quill holders adorn the center section of the 
frontal shield, but the tropic bird tail feathers that formerly radiated from the 
brim are now bedraggled and mostly disappeared. 

Karen Stevenson and Steven Hooper
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Figure 5. Fau headdress, front view. Pitt Rivers Museum, 1886.1.1683. 
 (© Pitt Rivers Museum, University of Oxford.) 
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Figure 6. Fau headdress, profile view. Pitt Rivers Museum, 1886.1.1683. 
 (© Pitt Rivers Museum, University of Oxford.) 
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Fortunately, the probable circumstances of the fau’s collection are known. 
George Forster, who served as a naturalist on Cook’s second voyage with his 
father Johann Reinhold Forster, recorded on 28 April 1774 that:

Potatow [Potatau] brought on board his monstrous helmet of war of five feet 
high, and sold it for red feathers; some others followed his example, and 
targets [taumi gorgets] without number were bought by almost every sailor. 
But much more surprising than this was their offering for sale those curious 
and singular mourning dresses…. (Forster 1777[II]:71-72)

There remains, however, some ambiguity in this statement as to whether 
the Forster/Pitt Rivers fau is the “monstrous helmet” of Potatau, or whether 
it belonged to one of the “others” who “followed his example”. We know that 
Potatau (a chief of Punaauia) was a taio (exchange partner) of Captain Cook, 
and was solicitous of his attention and of the supply of valuable red feathers 
over which Cook had authority. Cook was on board the Resolution on this 
occasion (which he records as having happened on 29 April), whereas the 
senior Forster, Johann, was on shore, having left his 20-year-old son on board. 
There is thus the possibility that Cook got the Potatau fau (which might then 
be the one in the British Museum) and that the Forsters got another, perhaps 
even on a subsequent day, after Johann’s return to the ship and irritation on 
seeing that Cook had obtained such a prize. 

What is certain is that a fau is listed in an undated document called 
“Catalogue of Curiosities sent to Oxford”, which is thought to be in George 
Forster’s hand and is now in the archives of the Pitt Rivers Museum 
(Gathercole n.d.). Under the heading “OTaheitee and the Society Isles” is the 
following: “5. The Warrior’s Dress: The Helmet, (Whow) of Wickerwork four 
feet and a half high, covered with pigeons feathers in front, and ornamented 
with tropic birds feathers on the edges.”6 

A more precise description was offered in the list of objects transferred 
from the Ashmolean Museum to the Pitt Rivers Museum in 1886.

[Vellum volumes] Volume II: Catalogue of the Australian New Zealand and 
Polynesian Collections in the Ashmolean Museum: “1637a. A long cylinder 
of open wickerwork, open at each end, 50 inches long, and about 10 diameter: 
to the one side of which is loosely affixed another piece of wickerwork of a 
long semicylindrical shield shape with overhanging rounded top; length 35 
inches, width about 16; the face of which is covered with thin layers of inner 
bark which is again covered all over with little bunches or rather flat tufts 
of black feathers except round the edge which seems to have had a border 
of white feathers, but these, except just the quills, and many of the black 
tufts have been destroyed by the moth. Around the edge projects a border or 
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fringe of the long brown tail feathers of the Tropic Bird. Phaeton aethercus, 
Linn. It appears that this article belongs to the figure of the Mourner. Captain 
Cook’s Collection, No. ?. Given by Reinhold Forster, Esq. (Not entered in 
the printed catalogue of 1836) (From the storeroom in the old Clarendon 
building 1883) Though there are none of Cook’s number labels on any of 
the following 1637a to 1637l except 1637g and 1637h, yet there is no doubt 
they all belong to Cook’s Collection. Probably a similar article to that seen 
at Ulietea, Society Islands and described in Cook’s 1st Voyage vol: 2 p. 264 
as ‘A large cylindrical piece of wickerwork, about 4 feet long and 8 inches 
diameter, faced with feathers perpendicularly, with the top bending forwards, 
and edged round with Shark’s teeth, and the tail feathers of the Tropic Bird. 
It is called a Whow.’ See figure on board one of the war canoes at Tahiti 
represented wearing a headdress resembling this; Cook’s 2nd Voyage. Vol: 1 
p. 343. Plate LXI. Trans. to Anthrop. Mus. April 19th 1886 (1637a).”7

Like the British Museum piece, this fau is in poor condition and controversy 
surrounds a pre-1970s restoration that saw black and white feathers added to the 
upper part of the shield, some additional white tropic bird feathers to the rim and 
small yellow feathers to the central panel (see Figs 5 and 6). These descriptions 
provide us, essentially, with a “condition report” over the past 200 years.

Descriptions of fau viewed in Tahiti at the time of collection were also 
noted. George Forster wrote an account of an impressive naval review of at 
least 159 large canoes, plus many smaller ones, on 26 April 1774 in Matavai 
Bay, Tahiti, at which fau were worn. 

The warriors were stationed on the fighting stage [of the canoes], to the 
number of fifteen or twenty. Their dress was the most singular, and at the 
same time the most shewy sight in the whole fleet. They had three large and 
ample pieces of cloth, with a hole in the middle, put on above one another. The 
undermost and largest was white, the next red, and the uppermost and shortest 
brown. Their targets or breast-plates were made of wicker-work, covered 
with feathers and shark’s teeth, and hardly any of the warriors were without 
them. On the contrary, those who wore helmets were few in number. These 
helmets were of an enormous size, being near five feet high. They consisted 
of a long cylindrical basket of wicker-work, of which the foremost half was 
hid by a semicylinder of a closer texture, which became broader towards the 
top, and there separated from the basket, so as to come forwards in a curve. 
This frontlet, of the length of four feet, was closely covered with glossy 
bluish green feathers of a sort of pigeon, and with an elegant border of white 
plumes. A prodigious number of the long tail feathers of tropic birds diverged 
from its edges, in a radiant line, resembling that glory of light with which our 
painters commonly ornament the heads of angels and saints. A large turban 
of cloth was required for this huge unwieldy machine to rest upon; but as it 
is intended merely to strike the beholder with admiration, and can be of no 
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service, the warriors soon took it off, and placed it on the platform near them. 
The principal commanders were moreover distinguished by long round tails, 
made of green and yellow feathers, which hung down on the back, and put us 
in mind of the Turkish bashas. Towhah [To‘ofa], their admiral, wore five of 
them, to the ends of which several strings of coco-nut core were added, with a 
few red feathers affixed to them. He had no helmet on, but wore a fine turban, 
which sat very gracefully upon his head. (Forster 1777[II]:63-64)

George Forster’s father, Johann Reinhold, further observed that:

The chief warriors who fight on the stages of their war-canoes, have likewise a 
dress peculiar to themselves, whose fabric requires some labour and ingenuity. 
The awhoù is a helmet of more than five or six feet high, formed of wicker 
work into the shape of a long cylinder; to this they add a frontlet, which is 
between three and four feet in length, it covers the front of the helmet or 
the half of the cylinder; towards the top however it does not lie close to the 
cylindric basket, but projects somewhat forward in a hollow shape; all this 
frontlet is covered with green glossy pigeon-feathers; sometimes they form of 
white feathers one or more borders round the whole frontlet, and to its outer 
edge they fix a great number of tail-feathers of the tropic-bird in a diverging 
manner, which gives the warrior a very grand appearance. These machines can 
by no means be worn, because they are so unwieldy, and at the same time so 
light, that the least breath of wind must almost overset the man, who should 
presume to wear one of them; so that I am of opinion these helmets are more 
for shew than real use, in defending the head against stones, or blows of clubs, 
and lances; it may possibly serve as a standard, to rally the troops about their 
leaders, which is not quite improbable, as we saw only single helmets in one 
or two war canoes. (Forster 1778:454)

Cook added his own description of the grand scene on 26 April 1774, 
which the visitors were told was a preparation for an attack (which never 
took place) on the neighbouring island of Mo‘orea.

When we got into our boat we took our time to view this fleet, the Vessels 
of War consisted of 160 large double Canoes, very well equip’d, Man’d and 
Arm’d, altho’ I am not sure that they had on board their full compliment of 
Fighting men or rowers, I rather think not. The Cheifs ie all those on the 
Fighting Stages were drist in their War habits, that is in a vast quantity of 
Cloth Turbands, breast Plates and Helmmets, some of the latter are of such a 
length as to greatly incumber the wearer, indeed their whole dress seem’d ill 
calculated for the day of Battle and seems to be design’d more for shew than 
use, be this as it may they certainly added grandure to the Prospect, as they 
were complesant enough too Shew themselves to the best advantage. (Cook 
in Beaglehole 1961:385, spelling as in source)

Tahitian Fau
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In addition to the textual descriptions, we also have a series of images 
created by William Hodges. On Saturday 30 April 1774 Cook comments:

 
Tarevatoo the Kings brother gave me the first notice of these Canoes being 
at Sea and knowing that Mr Hodges made drawings of every thing curious, 
desired of his own accord that he might be sent for, I being at this time ashore 
with Tarevatoo: Mr Hodges was therefore with me and had an oppertunity 
to collect some materials for a large drawing or Picture he intends to make 
of the fleet assembled at Oparre which will convey a far better idea of them 
than can be express’d by words. (Cook in Beaglehole 1961:391)

We do not know if any of these sketches survive, but two which do are 
attributed by Joppien and Smith (1985b:80-81) to a later occasion on 14 May 
when there was another review witnessed by Cook and Hodges. George Forster 
(2000[I]:376) wrote on this occasion that: “The chiefs were all dressed in their 
habits, and had targets, but no helmets”, nor do helmets appear in the two Hodges 
drawings. However, in a larger pen and wash drawing (Fig. 8), completed some 
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Figure 7. Fau headdress, detail of side of shield. Pitt Rivers Museum, 
1886.1.1683. (© Pitt Rivers Museum, University of Oxford.) 



196

 

Tahitian Fau

Figure 8. William Hodges, detail from War Canoes of Otaheite [Tahiti], May 1774 
or later, pen and indian ink wash, 610mm x 1937mm. British Library, 
Add. MS 15743, f.8. (© The British Library. All rights reserved.) 

Figure 9. William Hodges, Review of the War Galleys at Tahiti, c. 1776, oil on 
panel, 241mm x 470mm. (© National Maritime Museum, London.) 
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time later, Hodges includes a figure wearing a fau standing on a “fighting stage”. 
The inclusion of a fau in this larger drawing and in three subsequent paintings 
done back in England (for one, see Fig. 9; Joppien and Smith 1985b:16, 82-83) 
drew upon a combination of Hodges’ memory of the event of 26 April, sketches 
and notes done on the 30th of April and up until the 14th of May, and most likely 
the object itself, which had been acquired by the Forsters.    

THE “BANKS” FAU

During Cook’s first voyage, Joseph Banks and several companions were 
exploring Ra‘iatea in August 1769 when they came upon the “houses of the 
principal people”, where they were well received. 

Gratefull possibly for the presents we had made to these girls the people in our 
return tryd every method to Oblige us; particularly in one house the master 
orderd one of his people to dance for our amusement which he did thus:
He put upon his head a large cylindrical basket about 4 feet long and 8 inches 
in diameter, on the front of which was fastned a facing of feathers bending 
forwards at the top and edged round with sharks teeth and the tail feathers 
of tropick birds: with this on he dancd moving slowly and often turning his 
head round, sometimes swiftly throwing the end of his headdress or whow so 
near the faces of the spectators as to make them start back, which was a joke 
that seldom faild of making every body laugh especialy if it happned to one 
of us. (Banks in Beaglehole 1962[I]:323-34, 2 August 1769)

Banks and Parkinson also witnessed several other heiva, or danced 
entertainments, including one which, as best as they could understand, 
recounted a military invasion of Ra‘iatea by the people of Borabora. Parkinson 
(1784:74) elaborated:

On the 7th, in the afternoon, Mr. Banks and myself went to see an entertainment 
called an Heivo…. In the interval, between the several parts of the drama, some 
men came forward, who seemed to act the part of drolls; and, by what I could 
distinguish, they attempted to represent the Conquest of Yoolee-etea, by the 
men of Bolobola; in which they exhibited the various stratagems used in the 
conquest, and were very vociferous, performing all in time to the drum. 

Parkinson (1784:70), exploring another part of Ra‘iatea came to associate 
the fau with attendant priests from sacred temple sites or marae.

A kind of priest, [see pl. XI.] called heiva, attends these Morais, cloathed 
in a feather garment, ornamented with round pieces of mother-of-pearl, and 
a very high cap on his head, made of cane, or bamboo; the front of which 
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Figure 10. Sydney Parkinson, War head dress [Raiatea], August 1769, pencil, 
203mm x 163mm. British Library, Add. MS 23921, f.39(a). 

 (© The British Library. All rights reserved.)

is feather-work; the edges beset with quills stripped of the plumage. He 
has also a sort of breast-plate, of a semicircular shape, made of a kind of 
wickerwork, on which they weave their plaited twine in a variety of figures: 
over this they put feathers of a green pigeon in rows; and between the rows 
is a semicircular row of shark’s teeth. The edge of the breast-plate is fringed 
with fine white dog’s hair.

Parkinson’s drawings (Figs 10 and 11) seem to depict both the priest he 
describes and the dance that he witnessed with Banks. In his published journal 
an engraving of the priest is illustrated (Fig. 12), yet, the above is the only 
statement associating fau with priests. 

Likewise, Parkinson’s drawing of a War Canoe (Fig. 13), with a figure 
on a fighting stage wearing a fau and a taumi breastplate, has no associated 
specific description of the event depicted. In fact, there is no evidence that 
this “scene” is something he actually saw. Joppien and Smith (1985a:154, 
No.1.93) take the view that this is “the earliest drawing (in terms of subject 
matter, if not also in time) by Parkinson in which he assembles figures in an 
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ordered composition”. The fau in this drawing, however, is different from 
the seven other fau images associated with the first voyage—it has a large 
light-coloured rectangle on its shield. It makes no sense for Parkinson to 
have included this “patch” if he did not see a fau with this detail. Since the 
Pitt Rivers fau has a patch of light-coloured feathers similar to that indicated 
in the Parkinson drawing, clearly fau with this feature were fashioned.8 This 
correspondence, however, does not obviate Joppien and Smith’s belief (noted 
above) that other sketches of a fau were made or that other fau were collected, 
which have since been lost.

Karen Stevenson and Steven Hooper

Figure 11. Sydney Parkinson, War head dress [Raiatea], August 1769, pencil, 
375mm x 273mm. British Library, Add. MS 23921, f.39(b). 

 (© The British Library. All rights reserved.)
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Back in England in 1771 John Frederick Miller made two drawings of 
fau. Kaeppler (1978:41) commented that: “J.F. Miller is said to have been a 
draftsman employed by Banks, but it is not known whether he depicted objects 
that belonged to Banks or to the ‘official collection’ of Cook.” One fau (Fig. 
14; Joppien and Smith 1985a:139, upper) is similar in appearance to the one 
drawn by Parkinson (Fig. 11) and the one in the portrait of Banks by Benjamin 
West (Fig. 3), which rather suggests that Banks collected the fau which he saw 
being danced on 2 August 1769, or possibly later. The second Miller drawing 
(Fig. 15; Joppien and Smith 1985a:139, lower), depicts a fau without tropic 
bird feathers and without sharks’ teeth that looks quite similar to that worn by 
Parkinson’s “priest” (Figs 10 and 12). Scholars have not hitherto noticed the 
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Figure 12. T. Chambers (after Sydney Parkinson), An Heiva, or kind of 
Priest of Yoolee-Etea, & the Neighbouring Islands, engraving in 
Parkinson. (1784: pl. XI.)  
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Figure 13. Sydney Parkinson, A War Canoe, August 1769, wash, 298mm 
x 483mm. British Library, Add. MS 23921, f.21. (© The British 
Library. All rights reserved.)

distinct differences in Miller’s drawings. He is clearly depicting two different 
fau, one with sharks’ teeth and tropic bird feathers, and another with a white 
feather band instead of sharks’ teeth, a white feather patch and no tropic bird 
feathers. In sum, the evidence, in terms of size and compositional elements, 
suggests that the fau reported by Banks on Ra‘iatea in 1769 and drawn at 
that time by Parkinson (with sharks’ teeth; Fig. 11) is the same as that drawn 
on Banks’s return by Miller in 1771 (Fig. 14; both Miller’s drawings bear 
inscriptions in Banks’s hand) and painted by West in the Banks portrait of 1771-
72. None of the ship’s journals provide consistent and detailed information 
about the trading relationships and interactions between the British and the 
Tahitians, and so we are left with only pictorial evidence that a second fau 
(without sharks’ teeth; Fig. 15) was also collected, and that it is possible that 
this fau is the same one depicted by Parkinson in A War Canoe (Fig. 13).

What happened to the “Banks” fau is not known, but he distributed objects 
that he had acquired on the first voyage, or had obtained from others on the 
second and third voyages, to a number of people and institutions (see Coote 
2004, Kaeppler 1978:40-41). He might well have retained the fau in the 
portrait, being such a showy object, for some time. It could even be the one 
which ended up in Dublin. Unfortunately, the surviving image of the Dublin 
fau (Fig. 16) does not provide the detail necessary to draw this conclusion. 
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THE DUBLIN FAU

A watercolour painted by Kenhelm Henry Digby, Dress of a Naval Warrior 
from Otaheite, shows a figure wearing a fau and a taumi gorget (Fig. 16). 
It appears on page 220 of Digby’s unpublished album, “The Naturalists 
Companion”, which depicts natural history and ethnological specimens seen 
in Trinity College Dublin and other collections in the second decade of the 
19th century.9 Digby, who was born in 1800, completed this album before he 
went up to Cambridge in 1818, and many objects he painted are recognisable 
now as being in the collections of the National Museum of Ireland in Dublin. 
The fau was certainly on display at Trinity College Dublin in 1811 because 
William Gregory (1811:91), in The Picture of Dublin for 1811, commented on 
the museum and its displays, which included a Tahitian mourning costume, 
now in the Bishop Museum, Honolulu (Kaeppler 1978:122-24), and one of 
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Figure 14. (left): John Frederick Miller, Dancing cap calld Whow from Ulietea 
[Ra‘iatea], c.1771, pen and wash, 364mm x 527mm. British Library, 
Add MS 15508, f.18 (no. 20). (© The British Library. All rights reserved.)

Figure 15. (right): John Frederick Miller, Dancing cap or Whow from Uhlietea 
without its feathers, c.1771, pen and wash, 362mm x 527mm. 
British Library, Add MS 15508, f.17 (no. 19). 

 (© The British Library. All rights reserved.)
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Figure 16. Kenelm Henry Digby, Dress of a Naval Warrior from Otaheite. 
Page 220 of Digby’s The Naturalists Companion, 396mm x 252mm. 

 (© The Mitchell Library, State Library of New South Wales, Sydney.)
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a “naval warrior”, which “merits attention”. Freeman (1949) discussed the 
sources for this early Dublin material, which was likely to derive either from 
Surgeon James Patten on Cook’s second voyage or from Captain James King 
who sailed on the third (Trinity College Dublin was the recipient of gifts 
from both parties). Anne D’Alleva (1997:366) suggests that Patten may have 
been the source for this fau, and, given that no fau appear to have been seen 
or reported on the third voyage, he is certainly the more likely candidate. 
The whereabouts of this Dublin fau is not known. Its companion piece, the 
mourning costume, which was equally fragile, remained well preserved in 
Trinity College and then the National Museum until its transfer to the Bishop 
Museum in the 1970s, which suggests that the fau may never have entered 
the collections of the National Museum. 

In conclusion, adding to the two fau in collections (British Museum and Pitt 
Rivers Museum, Oxford) we now have clear evidence of a third (Banks), and a 
fourth, from the first voyage, plus the acquisition of a fifth (Dublin) on either the 
second or third voyage. Our original inventory of fau has more than doubled. 

OTHER TAHITIAN HEADDRESSES

Fau were not the only type of headdress worn by people of high status 
in 18th century Tahiti. Turbans of fine barkcloth were widely reported and 
depicted during Cook’s voyages. A turban (ta‘amu‘upo‘o in Henry 1928:286) 
was the formal headgear of To‘ofa, who was referred to by George Forster and 
others as “the Admiral”, and someone to whom Cook’s taio Tu paid respect. 
Neither Tu nor To‘ofa were reported wearing fau, but Tu was associated 
with a different type of headdress, which was seen on 1 September 1777 
during Cook’s third voyage. On this occasion Cook and others attended a 
human sacrifice, which was presided over by Tu. James King reported that 
at a certain point in the ritual a long feathered loincloth (maro ‘ura) was 
brought out, after which, “…the high priest exposed the Maro and Otoo got 
up and wrapt it about him and held in his hand a Cap or Bonnet made of the 
red feathers of the Tail of the Tropic bird and other dark feathers” (King in 
Beaglehole 1967:[I]:216-17).

On the same occasion William Anderson noted the maro ‘ura, which had a 
foundation made of an English flag (most probably from Wallis’s visit in the 
Dolphin in 1767), and also, “…a kind of bonnet with a square snout made of 
the red tail feathers of a species of Tropic Bird, which belongs to it, that seems 
to be of a much older date” (Anderson in Beaglehole 1967[II]:980).

This may be the type of headdress referred to in Henry (1928:193, 286) as 
taupo‘o and specifically as “te-ata-o-Tû (the-cloud-of-Tû)”, which, with the 
maro ‘ura, was a key accoutrement of those being invested with important titles. 
However, information on headdresses in Henry is somewhat confused and in 
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most cases, because it was gathered in the 1820s, not based on observation of 
actual specimens. She gives an account of one further type of headdress: “The 
counselor’s coronet, which was worn officially in the presence of the king, 
was called hei-‘oro‘oro (wreath-of-feather-clusters) and was made of glossy 
black feathers set upright, and standing high around the head. This with his 
black cape well befitted the office of the wearer” (Henry 1928:286).

Even eyewitness accounts can prove unhelpful in identifying types. On 
Cook’s third voyage, David Samwell observed energetic men on fighting stages 
on canoes: “… these were the Chiefs who on this Occasion were dressed and 
ornamented in the best manner they were able, having their breastplates called 
Tomee [taumi] hanging before them & some having black feathered Caps 
decorated with red feathers” (Beaglehole 1967[II]:1064). Thomas Edgar (Adm 
55/21[1]:n.p.), on the same voyage, noted that Tahitians were “distract’dly 
fond of” red feathers, and that “[o]f these they make their headdresses for war 
and for which they will part anything they are in possession of”. 

These observations are relatively imprecise, and in fact none of the 
third voyage sources make reference to a headdress that can definitively be 
identified as a fau, so it remains uncertain whether they were in use then, or 
whether they were brought out only for specific occasions, such as a highly 
public pre-battle naval review of the kind seen on the second voyage. 

A great variety of headdresses were in use in Tahiti in the late 18th century, 
details of which will never be known, and the only type of which examples 
were collected (or at least have survived) is the fau. Clearly there was 
reluctance on the part of the Tahitians to part with them. Why is not known. 
Certainly, there was a reluctance to part with anything at that time which was 
composed of red feathers, such as maro ‘ura loin cloths or the wrappings for 
images of ‘Oro. Conversely, it is equally certain that Tahitians were willing 
to part with anything in order to obtain red feathers from the voyagers, and 
this included mourning costumes and fau, which as far as we know did not 
incorporate red feathers in their construction. 

THE ROLE OF FAU: WAR, SANCTITY, VALUE AND EXCHANGE

Information about when, where and under what circumstances fau were 
seen and collected remains vague, as details of all interactions were not 
documented in the journals. We know that fau were seen in the context of 
a theatrical performance on Ra‘iatea in August 1769. This performance, 
almost certainly by members of the ‘Arioi society, who lampooned societal 
leaders with impunity, has somewhat skewed our understanding of what we 
believe to be the usual role of fau in Tahiti, which was demonstrated at the 
naval review observed during the second voyage. For this reason, the second 
voyage information will be discussed first.
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During the naval reviews held at Tahiti in April and May 1774 only a few 
fau were seen, and at least one of them collected. They do not appear to have 
been the headgear of the senior commander (the “Admiral” To‘ofa), but of 
senior military/naval chiefs such as Potatau from Punaauia on the west side 
of the island. Henry (1928:299, 315-16) states that the person with the title 
tarai-aro, which she variously translates as “commander”, “leader”, “warrior” 
and “chief-warrior”, was the one who “wore the towering black-feathered fau 
(helmet)”. Anne D’Alleva (1997:370) refers to this personage as the “battle 
shaper”, but she says there is uncertainty about whether he wore the fau. 
Roger Rose (1993:102-3) tries to clarify the confusions during the course of 
his thorough discussion of taumi gorgets. Taking into account these various 
assessments, we can be confident that fau were worn by men of high status in 
a warrior display context, certainly on board large naval vessels and probably 
on land. The Spaniards, who visited Tahiti in 1774-75 between Cook's second 
and third voyages, also commented on warrior costuming.

When they sally forth to do battle the leaders and principal Chiefs of the army 
wear their distinctive emblems. Of these I saw three kinds: one is a sort of 
demi-gorget made of little twigs like wicker-work, covered with feathers and 
very handsomely ornamented with sharks’ teeth and mother-of-pearl shell 
[taumi]. This is reserved for the leaders. The second is a kind of guy’s cap 
one-and-a-quarter or one-and-a-half varas in height, with a flap thing that 
screens the face, decorated in the same fashion as the demi-gorgets; and worn 
by officers of rank [fau]. The third is a sort of crown made of fibres of the 
coco-nut husk braided and interwoven with much skill and nicety; and I think 
these belong only to the supreme Chief or whoever represents his person in 
the fight. (Andia y Varela in Corney 1915[II]:270-71)

The Reverend William Ellis, who was no doubt familiar with published Cook 
voyage journals, was later told of the military use of fau, describing it as:

…a cap fitted closely to the head, surrounded by a cylindrical structure of cane-
work, ornamented with the dark glossy feathers of aquatic birds. The hollow 
crown frequently towered two or three feet above the head, and, being curved 
at the top, appeared to nod or bend with every movement of the wearer. 
This was a head-dress in high esteem, and worn only by distinguished men, 
who were generally sought out by the warriors in the opposing army. To subdue 
or kill a man who wore a fau, was one of the greatest feats. I have been told 
often, by a gigantic man who resided some time in my house, and was one 
of the warriors of Eimeo [Mo‘orea], that when the army of the enemy has 
come in sight, they used to look out for the fau rising above the rest of the 
army, and when they have seen one, pointing to it, animate each other by the 
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exclamation, “The man with the fau; ha! Whosoever shall obtain him, it will 
be enough.” But, however imposing in appearance these high helmets may 
have been, they afforded no defence; and although formed only of cane-work 
and feathers, must have been cumbersome. (Ellis 1829[II]:499-500) 

Henry gives a description of a headdress which has some characteristics of 
a fau, but which seems to be a mixture of remembered types, further confused 
by the use of the name taumi, which we know was a gorget: 

The most showy headdress worn officially by the king and princes and high 
chiefs was the taumi [sic], a superb helmet made of clusters of crimson feathers 
of the moora ‘ura (red-feathered duck), set upon a light framework and covering 
the head like a bird, with a glossy terminal behind of outspreading red, black, and 
white feathers tastily mixed together. This helmet, standing out from a closely 
fitting band round the head and towering high above, seeming to yield or bend 
with every movement, presented a formidable appearance. (Henry 1928:286)

It certainly seems to be the case that fau were worn by senior chiefs or title-
holders with military responsibilities, and that they were worn in combination 
with a taumi gorget. Adrienne Kaeppler has remarked on this combination, and 
on its correspondence to the mourning costume, which also has a crescent-
shaped breast-plate surmounted by a headdress with a semicircular “spray” 
of tail feathers of the white-tailed tropic bird. She believes (1997:91-92) that 
“the crescent is one of the most important design elements in Polynesia, if not 
the basic element”, and after detailing its cosmological-political importance 
in Hawai‘i, she suggests that “the ultimate visual aim for a high chief was to 
look like a series of crescents”. She continued:

This desire to look like a series of crescents can also be found in Tahiti… 
a Tahitian high chief wore a headdress (fau) with a crescent that arched 
forward. This was set at a right angle to his underarching crescent-shaped 
taumi (gorgets), which he wore on his chest and shoulders…. Another series 
of crescents is found in Tahitian mourning costumes, where an overarching 
headdress of tropic bird tail feathers and an underarching breastplate incrusted 
with pearl shell form the two opposing crescents. (Kaeppler 1997:92) 

Birds’ feathers were closely associated with divinity in Tahiti, and title-
holders were clothed in feathered garments to personate the divine and enact 
divinity on major ritual occasions. A naval review was more than a military 
exercise, it was an occasion to display divine favour in a very public context, 
to demonstrate power and access to valuable resources and skilled labour. 
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Large canoes, quantities of barkcloth and costume elements such as fau and 
taumi all broadcast messages, to allies and enemies alike, of hereditary power 
and mana. Costumes, in their dazzling radiance, transformed mortals into 
embodiments of life-giving and life-destroying gods.10

But what of the danced fau in entertainments on Ra‘iatea? These become 
understandable in relation to the activities of the ‘Arioi society, whose 
members, often of chiefly status themselves, were able to transgress tapu 
with impunity. Lampooning historical events or those of high status was 
acceptable practice for ‘Arioi society members, who among other things took 
the role of strolling players and who might, in a functional analysis, be seen 
as providing a “safety-valve” for the tensions of a hierarchical social system. 
This is implied in Henry (1928:240): “In their plays the actors flattered or 
ridiculed with impunity people and even priests, from the greatest to the 
least, and they often did much good in thus causing faults to be corrected.” 
It seems likely that the presence of Cook’s ship at Ra‘iatea, with Banks and 
others roaming the countryside exchanging gifts, triggered a series of ‘Arioi 
performances, among the repertoire of which was a play about an attack on 
Ra‘iatea by Borabora. If a fau was worn during that or a similar performance, 
one can well imagine the hilarious burlesque qualities of someone pretending 
to be a fau-wearing chief under his cumbersome headdress, at one and the 
same time ridiculing the chief and being daringly cheeky to the honoured 
guests, both actions that would normally be unthinkable. 

A fau in such circumstances would not be sacred because, as with many 
objects in Polynesia (see Neich, this volume), their sanctity was temporary, 
and limited to those occasions when they were being used in ritual. They 
were at other times “resting” and neutral in terms of tapu, and may even 
have been disassembled. Bougainville saw what appears to have been a fau 
during his visit to Tahiti in 1768: “[the chief’s house] was about eighty feet 
long and twenty feet wide. In it we observed a cylinder of ozier, three or 
four feet long, set with black feathers, which was suspended from the thatch; 
and besides it, there were two wooden figures which we took for idols” 
(Bougainville 1772:221).11

A possibly significant aspect relating to the ‘Arioi society is that it was 
closely associated with the cult of ‘Oro, which was spreading from the Leeward 
to the Windward Islands during the second half of the 18th century. Essential 
to the worship of ‘Oro were small red feathers, which were considered, once 
consecrated, to be sacred, and which were used to dress to‘o images used in 
pa‘iatua rites relating to ‘Oro (see Babadzan 1993, Kaeppler this volume). 
The ‘Oro cult had important political as well as religious implications, and 
it is possible that the rapid disappearance of fau was connected to its role 
in older, non-‘Oro, rituals and chiefly displays, which were superseded by 
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modified rituals with different accoutrements. This may also be a reason for 
the condition of fau acquired in Ra‘iatea. If these were no longer in use for 
their original purpose, but instead used as props in entertainments, their glory 
and grandeur may also have waned. 

It may not have been a random circumstance that no fau appear to have been 
seen during Cook’s third voyage. The quantities of red feathers that Cook and 
his men were able to put into the local Tahitian economy during their second 
voyage visit in all likelihood accelerated changes already underway. Tahitian 
chiefs, notably Tu and Potatau, the taio (exchange partners) of Captain Cook, 
knowing that the visitors were keen to obtain artificial curiosities, mobilised 
major artefacts such as mourning costumes and fau in order to corner the 
market in red feathers and prevent random distribution to rivals. Red feathers 
were worth far more than any other exchange item because of the cosmological 
and political power that accrued to those who could control them in the local 
system. These chiefs could then participate in and exploit the ‘Oro cult by 
strategically deploying their new red feather resources. If fau were associated 
with what might be called the ancien régime, then those that had not already 
been exchanged might quickly have gone out of fashion. This was a period of 
dramatic changes, and historical evidence suggests that the interactions between 
Tahitians and Europeans stimulated internal warfare, which was increasingly 
on land (Stevenson 1988). By the last decade of the 18th century the once 
massive naval forces were considerably diminished (Rose 1993:103). 

Another factor relating to the exchangeability of fau, mourning costumes 
and taumi is that, although their manufacture was labour- and skill-intensive, 
they were made from materials that could be obtained locally, including 
the pearl shells and long dog hair imported from the Tuamotu Islands. 
Therefore they could always be made again. In contrast, small red feathers 
could not be made, and it seems that they could not easily be obtained 
from local sources, which had perhaps become exhausted. In a situation 
where effective participation in the ‘Oro cult required red feathers, those 
brought unexpectedly from Tonga by Cook on the second voyage presented 
tantalising possibilities for local chiefs. In this way exchange patterns were 
conditioned by, on the one hand, what was on offer from the voyagers—red 
feathers, metal and clothing—and on the other hand by what was available 
locally—food, curiosities (excluding those incorporating red feathers such 
as maro ‘ura), sex and entertainment. With both parties acquiring desired 
goods, these interactions enhanced changes in the cultural systems of Tahiti 
already underway (Stevenson 1988).

We have suggested that the growing importance of the ‘Oro cult in the 
Leeward Islands created the opportunities for the acquisition of fau from 
Ra‘iatea on the first voyage. And, that the growing importance of the ‘Oro 
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cult in Tahiti, as well as the opportunity to acquire red feathers (on the second 
voyage) resulted in the exchange of objects not offered for trade on earlier 
voyages. These changes and interactions enabled the collection of at least at 
least two fau on the first voyage and probably three fau on the second. Those 
Europeans fortunate enough to see fau in the 1770s were left with an enduring 
impression of dazzling grandeur. As far as we know, the rather tattered 
relics in London and Oxford are all that remain of these splendid creations 
of skill and ingenuity. Nevertheless, an aura remains. Fau provide insight 
into this period, yet details of their role in Tahitian society, their acquisition 
by Europeans, and their subsequent histories, raise many questions. These 
imposing headdresses deserve further investigation.     
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NOTES

1. This paper is substantially different from its original intent. Bringing together 
evidence about fau, it raised, but did not answer, many questions. This led Steven 
Hooper to review his assumptions about fau, to inspect the British Museum 
specimen, and come to some new conclusions. This, in turn, led to further 
discussions. This essay incorporates these investigations and ideas. It is our hope 
that further study will add to our knowledge of these imposing objects.

2. The terms “Tahiti”/“Tahitian” are used to indicate both the island of Tahiti and 
the cultural group of people who lived in what is now called the Society Islands, 
both Windward and Leeward Islands. In the 18th century the island of Tahiti and 
its chiefs played a dominant role within this island group. 

3.  The last record of any of these items in use was in 1806 when members of the 
Missionary Society (later London Missionary Society) saw two taumi gorgets 
presented to Pomare II (Oliver 1974[III]:1317). For the earlier period, no fau 
were seen during the visit to Tahiti of the Dolphin under Samuel Wallis in 1767, 
despite the fact that there were naval skirmishes with Tahitian vessels.
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4.  Early images of fau have been identified with the help of Joppien and Smith’s 
The Art of Captain Cook’s Voyages (1985a, 1985b, 1988). In addition to those 
referred to in the Figures here, the following images include representations of 
fau: two oil paintings by William Hodges (Joppien and Smith 1985b:61, 83, 163, 
214); two watercolours of Toha by Philippe de Loutherbourg (Joppien 1979:122, 
132); a hand-coloured etching by Jacques de St Sauveur (Smith 1985:113, 156-57); 
wallpaper by J. C. Charvet (D’Alleva 1998:Frontispiece, 26-27); engravings by 
William Woollett and others illustrating the various editions of Cook’s voyages.

5.  Another stylistic difference was noted by D’Alleva (1997:373), who suggested that 
sharks’ teeth rather than white feathers may have been a Leeward Islands’ style.

6.   Anne D’Alleva (1997:370) has pointed out that Gathercole omitted the words 
“The Warrior’s Dress” in his undated and unpaginated 1970 booklet.

7.  See the Pitt Rivers Museum object catalogue for this quotation and further detailed 
documentation on this fau: Accession Number 1886.1.1683; accessible on www.
prm.ox.ac.uk/forster. 

8. This, again, could be indicative of stylistic differences between the Leeward and 
Windward islands.

9.  The Naturalists Companion, with 440 watercolours, is held in the Mitchell 
Library, State Library of New South Wales, Sydney. Selections from it, including 
the “Naval Warrior”, are viewable on www.sl.nsw.gov.au/picman/

10.  One speculative interpretation of the form and materials of fau and taumi when 
worn in combination, and especially when the former had sharks’ teeth around 
the rim, could be related to shark symbolism. The wearer of the costume could 
be seen as inhabiting an enormous gaping shark’s maw, an intimidating image 
of divinely-sanctioned predatory power.

11.  The presence or absence of black feathers on the cylinder of fau is of uncertain 
significance. The example seen by Bougainville and that in the British Museum 
have black feathers; the Pitt Rivers example and the illustrations of the Banks 
fau do not.




