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5
The Artwork of the Baudin expedition to 

Australia (1800-1804): 
Nicolas-Martin Petit's 1802 portrait of an 

Aboriginal woman and child from Van 
Diemen's Land

Jane Southwood, University of New England

Dans ma façon de penser, je n'ai jamais pu m'imaginer qu'il y eut de justice 
et même de loyauté de la part des Européens à s'emparer au nom de son 
gouvernement d'une terre vue pour la première fois quand elle est habitée 
par des hommes qui n'ont pas toujours mérité les titres de sauvages ou de 
antropages qui leur ont été prodigués; tandis qu'ils n'étoient encore que les 
enfants de la nature et tout aussi peu civilisés que le sont actuelment vos 
montagnards d'Ecosse ou nos paisants de la Basse Bretagne, etc, qui s'ils ne 
mangent pas leurs semblables, ne leurs sont pas moins nuisibles. D'après cela, 
il me paroit qu'il seroit infiniment plus glorieux pour votre nation comme 
pour la mienne, de former pour la société les habitants de son propre payis 
sur lesquels on a des droits plutôt que de vouloir s'occuper de l'éducation 
de ceux qui en sont très éloignés en commençant par s'emparer du sol qui 
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leur appartient et qui les a vu naître. Ce discour n'est pas sans doute d'un 
politique, mais au moins il est raisonable par le fait; et si ce principe eut 
été généralement adopté, vous n'auriez pas été obliger de former une colonie 
par le moyen d'hommes flétris par les lois et devenus coupables par la faute 
d'un gouvernement qui les a négligé et abandonné à eux-mêmes. Il s'en suit 
donc que non seulement vous avez à vous reprocher une injustice, en vous 
étant emparés de leur terrain, mais encore d'avoir transporté sur un sol où 
les crimes et les maladies des Européens n'étoient pas connus, tout ce qui 
pouvoit retarder les progrès de civilisation, qui ont servis de prétexte à votre 
gouvernement etc.

— Letter of Nicolas Baudin to Governor King, 23 December 1802.1

Tout portrait est 'sacré' (autant dire d'ailleurs 'secret').

— Jean-Luc Nancy2

The 1802 portrait by French artist Nicolas-Martin Petit (1777-1804) of a young 
woman from Bruny Island (Figure 5.1), Tasmania — or Van Diemen's land, as it 
was known at the time — is the subject of the following discussion. Petit's portrait3 
of Arra-Maïda, as she was called, which he painted during the 1800-04 French 
expedition to Australia (Terra Australis or Les Terres australes) under the command of 
Post-Captain Nicolas Baudin4, gives fascinating insights into these first encounters 
of expedition members with Indigenous Tasmanians before colonisation and the 
subsequent decimation of the group.

1 Baudin's letter can be found in F.M. Bladen (ed.), Historical records of New South Wales, 
vol. 5, King, Appendix B (Sydney, Government Printer, 1897), pp. 826-7. The grammatical 
errors in the letter — the lack of agreement of the past participle with the preceding direct 
object and the use of an infinitive instead of a past participle — are all Baudin's, not those of 
the author or editors of this chapter.
2 J.-L. Nancy, Le Regard du portrait (Paris, Galilée, 2000), p. 57.
3 The portrait, 30.0 x 17.5 cm, is in watercolour, gouache and pencil on paper.
4 For an account of the Baudin expedition see F. Horner, The French reconnaissance: Baudin 
in Australia 1801-1803 (Melbourne, Melbourne University Press, 1987); A. Brown, Ill-Starred 
captains: Flinders and Baudin, 3rd edn (Fremantle, Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 2008); J. 
Fornasiero, J. West Sooby and P. Monteath, Encountering Terra Australis: The Australian voyages 
of Nicolas Baudin and Matthew Flinders 1800-1803, revised edn (Kent Town, Wakefield Press, 
2010); N. Starbuck, Baudin, Napoleon and the exploration of Australia (London, Pickering 
and Chatto, 2013). See also J. Bonnemains, E.C. Forsyth and B. Smith (eds), Baudin in 
Australian waters: The artwork of the French voyage of discovery to the southern lands 1800-
1804 (Melbourne, Oxford University Press in association with the Australian Academy of the 
Humanities, 1988).
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Figure 5.1: Nicolas-Martin Petit (1777-1804), Portrait d'Arra-Maïda, femme de 
Tasmanie. Le Havre, Muséum d'Histoire Naturelle, Collection Lesueur, 20022-3.

The portrait allows us to recontextualise material such as the written accounts 
of the voyage and to weigh up the traditions on which Petit seems to have drawn 
for his portrayal of Arra-Maïda. In this way the portrait invites an assessment of the 
interaction between Europeans and Indigenous Australians in the light of French and 
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English imperial discourses, of postcolonial theories and of the contrast between the 
metropole and the colonised territory in order to ascertain the extent to which what 
Bronwen Douglas calls '[t]he interplay of metropolitan ideas, regional experience and 
Indigenous agency'5 is present in the description and representation of Arra-Maïda.

Baudin's enlightened views, revealed in the extract of his letter to Governor 
King quoted above, shaped these encounters. Baudin is far ahead of his times in 
decrying the seizing by colonial powers of lands rightfully belonging to the colonised, 
and the failure of the colonisers to provide a society in which its denizens are not 
forced to turn to a life of crime, but instead are brought to the colonised territory, 
thus inflicting their diseases and crimes on innocent people. These views derive from, 
or were reinforced by, the Commander's adherence to a nascent anthropological 
movement founded by Jauffret in 1799, the Société des Observateurs de l'homme, 
to which the second-in-command, Hamelin, the gardener, Riedlé, and the zoologist, 
Maugé, also belonged. Instructions that Joseph-Marie Degérando of this Society 
drew up, entitled Considérations sur les diverses méthodes à suivre dans l'observation 
des peuples sauvages, informed by French Enlightenment ideals, outline to expedition 
members how they should interact with Indigenous peoples and what to note when 
in their company. The instructions stress the importance of studying different peoples 
in their natural environment, noting their language, their habitations, their art and 
their behaviour in groups or as individuals.6

Other traditions from Europe colour these interactions and in turn influence 
the way Petit portrays the subject of this portrait. This chapter offers one way of 
viewing the portrait and suggests how the image interacts with the written account 
of the expedition and with European traditions, ideas, art and culture. These 
traditions act as a filter for Europeans viewing Indigenous Australians and, in Bernard 
Smith's words, illustrate the exchange between 'European vision' and 'Antipodean 
experience'.7

Petit made the portrait following a succession of encounters with Indigenous 
Bruny Islanders in February 1802, which François Péron described in the first 

5 B. Douglas, Website biography, https://researchers.anu.edu.au/researchers/douglas-bp 
(accessed 10 March 2014).
6 For a comprehensive discussion of Degérando's instructions and his earlier work, see J. 
Copans and J. Jamin, Aux origines de l'anthropologie française, les mémoires de la Société des 
Observateurs de l'homme en l'an viii, revised edn (Paris, Jean-Michel Place, 1994).
7 B. Smith, European vision and the South Pacific, 2nd edn (Sydney, Harper & Rowe, 1985).
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volume of the official account of the journey (1775-1810).8 As is the case with 

most of the artwork of Petit and of his fellow artist during the Baudin expedition, 

Charles-Alexandre Lesueur (1778-1846), who, under the tutelage of Péron, became 

a competent draughtsman of natural history, this portrait forms part of the Lesueur 

Collection in the Muséum d'histoire naturelle, Le Havre. Jacqueline Bonnemains, 

formerly Curator of this collection, gives details of the extent and whereabouts of 

all Petit's work: 'Une centaine de dessins et de peintures de N.-M. Petit se trouvent 

dans les collections du Muséum du Havre, et quelques autres sont éparses dans les 

collections publiques (Muséum national d'histoire naturelle et Archives nationales, 

Paris) et privées'.9 Bonnemains points out that though Petit did not complete this 

work, it is 'un témoignage extraordinaire et unique de la vie des aborigènes de la Terre 

de Diémen (Tasmanie) et des côtes de la Nouvelle Hollande (Australie) avant les 

déformations dues à la colonisation'.10

8 F. Péron, Voyage de découvertes aux Terres australes, vol. 1, 1807, ed. M. François and J. 
Goy (Paris, Comité des Travaux Historiques et Scientifiques, 2011), pp. 250-7. Péron had 
been taken on as élève-zoologiste in the expedition subsequent to his last-minute impassioned 
plea to the professors of the École de Médecine de Paris by means of a pamphlet with the 
beguilingly explicit (and self-interested) title Observations sur l'anthropologie, ou l'histoire 
naturelle de l'homme, la nécessité de s'occuper de l'avancement de cette science, et l'importance 
de l'admission sur la flotte du Capitaine Baudin d'un ou de plusieurs naturalistes, spécialement 
chargés des recherches à faire sur ce sujet. With the death of Baudin at Mauritius in September 
1803, and after an audience with Admiral Decrès, Minister of the Marine at the end of 1804, 
and a subsequent audience with Champagny at the Ministry of the Interior, Péron was given 
the task of writing the official account. He completed the first volume and most of the second 
volume — chapters XXII-XXIX as well as an unfinished version of chapter XXX. Chapters 
XXX-XXXIV of this volume were completed by Louis Freycinet using Péron's notes. Louis 
Freycinet also compiled the third volume: F. Péron and L. Freycinet, Voyage de découvertes aux 
Terres australes exécuté … sur les corvettes le Géographe, le Naturaliste, et la goëlette le Casuarina 
pendant les années 1800, 1801, 1802, 1803 et 1804, vols 1-3 (Paris, Imprimerie impériale 
[later royale], 1807-16). For a comprehensive biography of Péron's life and his inclusion 
in the expedition, see E. Duyker, François Péron, an impetuous life: Naturalist and voyager 
(Melbourne, Miegunyah, 2006). See also M. Jangoux, 'François Péron: L'émergence d'un 
naturaliste', Actes Colloque de Cérilly: Une petite ville, trois grands hommes 15-16 May 1999 
(Moulins, Pottier, 2000), pp. 137-52; and F. Debard, François Péron (1775-1810): Zoologiste 
du Voyage de découverte aux Terres australes, remarques et observations sur les Pinnipèdes, thesis 
(Faculty of Medicine, University of Nantes, 1999).
9 J. Bonnemains, Œuvres de Nicolas-Martin Petit, artiste du voyage aux Terres Australes (Le 
Havre, Bora, 1997), p. 4.
10 Bonnemains, Œuvres de Nicolas-Martin Petit, p. 4.
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These two young men, Petit and Lesueur, executed the sketches, drawings and 
watercolours which comprise this collection when the official artists, Milbert, Lebrun 
and Garnier, left the expedition at Mauritius. As Bernard Smith states11, Petit was 
the one portrait and figure painter remaining after the defection of these more senior 
artists. It is clear that though Baudin engaged both Petit and Lesueur in the position 
of 'assistant gunner, 4th class' (aide-canonnier de 4e classe12), the captain almost 
certainly knew of their artistic skills, as he entrusted to them the illustration of his 
personal journal.13 The edition of this work published in Paris in 200014 includes on 
the cover the Petit portrait under consideration in this chapter.

The traditions Europeans brought to bear when depicting native peoples 
have been the subject of much rigorous analysis. Classics scholar Matthew Dillon 
has drawn attention to the long tradition of scholarship in Australian art history15 
wherein the classical overlay of works depicting Indigenous Australians is extensively 
examined and discussed. As Dillon points out, the pioneering spirit in this process was 
art historian Bernard Smith, who, in his monumental work European vision and the 
South Pacific analyses the iconography of the peoples of the Pacific and what he sees as 
the 'double vision' of the artist — that is, the European (often classical) overlay on the 
Indigenous subject. As Smith shows, this classical overlay is apparent in the portraits 
appearing in Britain from the 1770s to the 1790s: in Sydney Parkinson's 1773 Voyage 
to the South Seas; in the 1789 official record of Captain Arthur Phillip's establishment 

11 Smith, European Vision and the South Pacific, p. 199.
12 A list of the personnel of both vessels, their place of origin and their titles is included 
in the personal journal of the Commander. See N. Baudin, Mon voyage aux Terres Australes: 
Journal personnel du commandant Baudin, ed. J. Bonnemains, J.-M. Argentin and M. Marin 
(Paris, Imprimerie Nationale, 2000), pp. 113-20.
13 Bonnemains, Œuvres de Nicolas-Martin Petit, p. 4.
14 Baudin, Mon voyage aux Terres Australes.
15 I am referring here to a presentation Matthew Dillon made to the United Kingdom 
Classical Association, University of Exeter on 12 April 2012, entitled 'Polykleitos and the bon 
sauvage: Greek sculpture and terra australis incognita'. I am extremely grateful to Matthew 
Dillon for making his slides available to me, for drawing my attention to the artwork from 
Cook's voyages and its extensive treatment by Bernard Smith and to his own discussion of 
the classical models for much European depiction of Indigenous Australians, as well as for the 
fruitful general discussions we have had on the classical overlay to be found in these portraits. 
I also wish to express my gratitude to Grace Moore and Tom Bristow, both of whom kindly 
read a draft of this chapter on the artwork of the Baudin expedition in its original form and 
suggested amendments to it.
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of the white colony at Port Jackson; and in John Hunter's 1793 Historical journal of 
the transactions at Port Jackson.

In his overview Smith draws attention to the classicising tendencies present in 
the very first depiction of Australian Aborigines by a European — the engraving 'Two 
of the natives of New Holland, Advancing to combat' (Figure 5.2), by the British 
engraver Thomas Chambers (1724-89), believed to be from a drawing by Sydney 
Parkinson (1740-71), the draughtsman who accompanied Cook on the first voyage 
of 1768-71.

The engraving appeared in a work entitled A Journal of a Voyage to the South 
Seas in his Majesty's Ship the Endeavour. Faithfully Transcribed from the papers of the 
late Sydney Parkinson, Draughtsman to Joseph Banks Esq. on his Late Expedition, with 
Dr Solander. Round the World; Embellished with Views and Designs, Delineated by the 
Author; and Engraved by Capital Artists. It was first published in London in 1773 and 
republished with an expanded title in London in 1784. Smith points out that in this 
engraving the Aborigines are depicted as classical heroes, with the foremost figure 
drawn as the so-called Borghese gladiator (Figure 5.3), which he feels gives 'powerful 

Figure 5.2: Thomas Chambers, 'Two of the natives of New Holland, advancing 
to combat'. Engraving (plate mark 11.5 x 17.6 cm), publisher's details unknown 
(London? Sn 178-?), National Library of Australia, Rex Nan Kivell Collection, 
PIC Drawer 7432 4 U3041 NK.
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support to the view embraced by both Cook and Kames which saw the aborigines as 
exemplars of a harsh but virtuous primitive life'.16 Dillon sees not only the foremost 
figure, but also the background warrior, as inspired by the Borghese gladiator (Figure 
5.3), or rather — to give the sculpture the more correct title used by historians of 
Greek art, as, according to Dillon, there were no gladiators at the time the sculpture 
was executed — the Borghese warrior. Originally sculpted in about 100 BC by Agias 
from Ephesos in Asia Minor, the sculpture survives, Dillon tells us, in a Roman 
marble copy, now held in the Louvre.

The view of Cook and Kames can be seen, Smith maintains, as a variant of the 
theme of the bon sauvage.17 However, the harshness of the Australian environment 
was a far cry from the idyllic Eden, one more easily located, Smith states, in the 
islands of the Pacific in which the Noble Savage was believed to live. The classical 
overlay evident in this and other illustrations from the period (Figure 5.4) — largely 
the work of the engravers who worked on the original sketches — supports the dream 
of the Noble Savage, consonant with Cook and Kames's opinion of the inhabitants 
of Australia.

The work of British artists has close affinities with that of their French 
counterparts and derives from the same set of beliefs. In accordance with the theory 
of the Noble Savage, artists from both these nations imbue their Indigenous subjects 
with features drawn from classical sources to reinforce the inherent nobility of the 
individuals depicted. Art historians, however, differ in the weight they attribute to 
the classical overlay and to its value in portraits such as Petit's of Arra-Maïda. Brian 
Plomley, for one, reminds us of the classical elements in portraits of Indigenous 
Tasmanians by artists prior to Baudin's voyage of exploration and the links to the 
Noble Savage which arise from these elements:

[A]rtistic tradition linked these people with the Noble Savage of the 
philosopher. As a result, the artist tended to draw the Tasmanians as he thought 
they should be rather than as the people they were. Their portraits therefore 

16 Smith, European vision and the South Pacific, p. 170.
17 For links between the Noble Savage and Australian Aborigines, see the following works 
indicated by Matthew Dillon: B. Smith, Place, taste and tradition: A study of Australian art 
since 1788, 2nd edn, revised (Melbourne, Oxford University Press, 1979), pp. 28-9; Smith, 
European vision and the South Pacific, pp. 171-3; B. Smith, Australian painting 1788-2000, 4th 
edn (Melbourne, Oxford University Press, 2001), pp. 2-3; G. Serle, From deserts the prophets 
come: The creative spirit in Australia (Melbourne, Heinemann, 1973), p. 6.
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Figure 5.3: Borghese Gladiator/Warrior. Source: Wikimedia Commons.
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tend to be pictures of an imagined ancient Greek in savage guise, and this is 
especially to be found in the work of Piron, the artist of the D'Entrecasteaux 
Expedition; and where individuals are grouped into scenes, there is the same 
classical arrangement of the figures, the same poses and the same strongly 
muscled bodies and limbs. The portraits and scenes which John Webber made 
during Cook's third voyage (1777) are also classical portrayals, though showing 
less of the style than those of Piron.18

Plomley goes on to minimise the classicism of Petit's depiction of Arra-Maïda, 
which he sees as a landmark in portraiture of the time because of its departure from 
classical models. For Plomley, the classical overlay present in earlier portraits, which 
he believes distorts the representation of the subject, is minimal in Petit's portraits: 
'Petit seems to have been able to set aside most of the taint of classicism, his portraits 
of the Tasmanians seeming to be fairly true representations of his subjects'.19

18 N.J.B. Plomley, The Baudin expedition and the Tasmanian Aborigines, 1802 (Hobart, 
Blubber, 1983), p. 162.
19 Plomley, p. 162, emphasis added.

Figure 5.4: R.Clevely, delt, T.Medlock, sculpt, 'Natives of Botany Bay'. Plate 
from The voyage of Governor Phillip to Botany Bay by Arthur Phillip (20 x 25 cm), 
National Library of Australia, Rex Nan Kivell Collection, Bib ID 285291.
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Susan Hunt and Paul Carter have a different view; they see Petit's portrait as 
drawing closely on classical models: for them, Petit's portrait derives from both Jean 
Piron (Figure 5.5) and John Webber:

As striking as Petit's portrait appears, it references two earlier representations, 
John Webber's 'Woman of Van Diemen's Land' which appeared in the account 
of James Cook's third expedition, Voyage to the South Pacific (1784) and Piron's 
Femme du Cap du Diémen in the Atlas du Voyage à la recherche de la Pérouse 
(1800). 20

Figure 5.5: Jean Piron (1767-96), 'Femme du Cap de Diémen'. Paper engraving 
in black ink from one copperplate (44.0 x 30.2 cm). In J.J.H. de Labillardiere, 
Atlas pour servir à la relation du voyage à la recherché de La Pérouse (Paris, Jansen, 
1800), National Gallery of Australia, Collection Jacques Julien Houton de 
Labillardiere, IRN 128044. To view this image, see http://artsearch.nga.gov.au/
Detail.cfm?IRN=128044&PICTAUS=TRUE".

PhiIip Jones shares Hunt and Carter's conviction that Petit's portrait evokes classical 
models: 'Petit painted [Arra Maïda] in a stance evoking classical sculpture, suggesting 
arrested motion and a certain tentativeness, which recurs often in early depictions of 
Aboriginal and other indigenous peoples'.21

I therefore wish to ask just how classical Petit's portrait might be, and if indeed 
classical elements are present as Hunt, Carter and Jones suggest, what models he drew 
upon and whether or not they mitigate against the 'authenticity' or 'realism' of the 
portrait. Are the models classical sculpture as Jones suggests? Or are other models present?

Classical aspects in portraiture would certainly have been very familiar to 
Petit, who, prior to embarking on the Baudin expedition, trained with a man who 
was one of the pre-eminent artists of the day and leader of the French neo-classical 
school, Napoléon's portraitist, Jacques-Louis David (1748-1825); the appellation 
élève de David, given to Petit, appears in a letter of 10 August 1800 from Lesueur 
and again in Petit's death notice on 29 October 1804.22 Born into a family of 

20 S. Hunt and P. Carter, Terre Napoléon: Australia through French eyes, 1800-1804 (Sydney, 
Historic Houses Trust, 2008), p. 72.
21 P. Jones, 'In the mirror of contact: Art of the French encounters', in S. Thomas (ed.), 
The encounter, 1802: Art of the Flinders and Baudin voyages (Adelaide, Art Gallery of South 
Australia, 2002), p. 181.
22 The biographical sketch of Nicolas-Martin Petit that follows draws on two works by 
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fan-makers, a guild which suffered in the Revolution from laws abolishing the 
privileges of master craftsmen, at a time when luxury crafts such as fan-making 
were on the wane, Petit may well have undertaken studies at the national school of 
graphic arts, in the rue des Cordeliers, prior to entering David's school in 1795.23 
This apprenticeship would have given him the necessary preparation to enable him 
to benefit from the subsequent training David offered him from 1795 in his studio 
in the Louvre, when the great artist emerged from the Revolutionary prisons in 
which he had been incarcerated. Jacqueline Bonnemains speculates that Petit was 
one of the 'rapins' in David's studio, 'pupils already advanced in the practice of 
their art but who were still at the copying stage and had not produced any personal 
work'.24 David was beneficial to Petit in several ways over and above the excellent 
neo-classical artistic training he gave his young pupil. Firstly, his studio offered 
shelter from conscription or from the often-savage legal pursuits attendant on 
failing to enlist, in the case of Petit, at the age of eighteen, in 1795. As Bonnemains 
points out, in this way David was a protector to young men such as Petit. She also 
believes that it was through David, whom Napoléon held in high esteem, that Petit 
probably heard of the Baudin expedition organised by the Institute, under the 
auspices of the great leader.25

The neo-classical elements singled out by Hunt, Carter and Jones in Petit's 
portrait derive, in all likelihood, from his training with David. These elements are 
accompanied by other elements in the portrait, which the written descriptions of the 
meetings with the Bruny Islanders stress. These descriptions are an invaluable adjunct 
to the portrait.

The fullest account of the meetings with Arra-Maïda and her companions 
comes from the first volume of a work that I have already cited, namely François 
Péron's official account of the journey, first published in 1807.26 Péron's account 
mentions the date of the first landing on Bruny Island27 and describes the first 

Jacqueline Bonnemains: 'Biography of Nicolas-Martin Petit', in Bonnemains, Forsyth and 
Smith pp. 27-30; and Œuvres de Nicolas-Martin Petit.
23 David's school opened its doors in 1793-94 to 1500 students, to whom it gave free 
tuition.
24 Bonnemains: 'Biography of Nicolas-Martin Petit', p. 28.
25 Bonnemains: 'Biography of Nicolas-Martin Petit', p. 28.
26 Péron, Voyage de découvertes aux Terres australes.
27 'Le 31 janvier, de bonne heure, je descendis sur l'île Bruny' (Péron, p. 250). Further 
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encounter with the inhabitants of the island: 'une vingtaine de sauvages qui venoient 
à ma rencontre sur la grève' (p. 250). As he describes it, he originally retreats from the 
group. However, meeting up with Heirisson, an officer, and Bellefin, the surgeon from 
the Naturaliste — who are both armed, as they have been hunting — the three men, 
mindful of Degérando's brief, return 'pour chercher à lier quelques communications 
avec eux' (p. 251). On seeing the three men approach, the group melts back into 
the forest. Knowing that they would not be capable of keeping up with the agile 
Aborigines, the French party content themselves with attracting their attention by 
waving their handkerchiefs and showing them various articles.28 While the act of 
holding up objects with the aim of attracting the attention of the Aboriginal group can 
be read as the traditional and rather patronising gesture of the European towards the 
Indigenous inhabitants ('beads for the natives'), other acts of the Frenchmen in this 
meeting with the Tasmanians redeem their behaviour and temper our understanding 
of the encounter.

The act of showing these objects certainly has the desired effect. 'Ces 
démonstrations d'amitié', as Péron calls their actions (p. 251), halts the Aboriginal 
group in their tracks, which allows the three men to catch up with them. It is then, 
to the great astonishment of the Frenchmen, that they discover the gender of the 
Aboriginal group: 'Ce fut alors que nous reconnûmes que nous avions affaire à des 
femmes; il n'y avait pas un individu mâle avec elles' (p. 251).

This preliminary meeting constitutes a very positive and nuanced interaction 
between the two groups, thanks largely to the qualities of Arra-Maïda, which so 
impress the Frenchmen — as the rest of Péron's account stresses. It thus leads to her 
portrait by Petit during a subsequent encounter. Distinguishing herself right from the 
outset as a fearless leader, Arra-Maïda approaches the three Frenchmen, urging them 
by her gestures to put down their arms and to sit with the women.29 The women then 

references to Péron's journal will, where appropriate, be given in the text.
28 ' … et sans chercher à poursuivre les naturels, ce que l'agilité particulière à ces peuples 
auroit rendu trop inutile, nous nous contentâmes de les appeler, en leur présentant divers 
objets, et sur-tout en agitant nos mouchoirs', Voyage de découvertes aux Terres australes (Péron, 
p. 251).
29 '[U]ne des plus âgées d'entre elles, se détachant de ses compagnes, nous fait signe de nous 
arrêter et de nous asseoir, en nous criant avec force, médi, médi [asseyez-vous, asseyez-vous]; 
elle sembloit nous prier aussi de déposer nos armes, dont la vue les épouvantoit' (Péron, p. 
251). Later, she chides the other women for fleeing when they catch sight of the longboat party 
and by her strength of character and boldness convinces them to rejoin her in approaching 

This content downloaded from 130.95.106.69 on Thu, 06 Dec 2018 06:14:24 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



116

Framing French culture

relax and enjoy themselves in the company of the Frenchmen, laughing at them and 
seeming to criticise them, in a playful vein (p. 251).30 When Bellefin, the surgeon, 
sings them the Marseillaise, the women are attentive and appreciative:

M. BELLEFIN se mit à chanter, en de gestes très-vifs et très-animés; les 
femmes firent aussitôt silence, observant avec autant d'attention les gestes de 
M. BELLEFIN, qu'elles paroissoient en prêter à ses chants … (p. 251)

A mesure qu'un couplet étoit fini, les unes applaudissoient par de grands cris, 
d'autres rioient aux éclats, tandis que les jeunes filles, plus timides sans doute, 
gardoient le silence, témoignant néanmoins, par leurs gestes et par l'expression 
de leur physionomie, leur surprise et leur satisfaction. (pp. 251-2)

Arra-Maïda, though, once again singled out by Péron, who describes her as 
having 'conservé une grande assurance, avec beaucoup d'enjouement et de jovialité' 
(p. 253), goes even further, much to the delight of her companions and of the 
Frenchmen:

Après que M. BELLEFIN eut terminé sa chanson, elle se mit à contrefaire ses 
gestes et son ton de voix d'une manière fort originale et très-plaisante, ce qui 
divertit beaucoup ses camarades. Puis elle commença elle-même à chanter … 
(p. 253)

The Frenchmen respond enthusiastically to her mimicry, as to her singing. This 
reaction elicits a further response from 'notre joviale Diémenoise', as Péron calls her, 
a response which in turn conditions Petit's portrait:

Excitée, pour ainsi dire par ses propres chants, auxquels nous n'avions pas 
manqué d'applaudir avec chaleur, et voulant sans doute mériter nos suffrages 

the party along the shore: ' … déjà la troupe s'enfonçait dans la forêt, lorsque la même femme 
qui, presque seule, avoit fait tous les frais de notre entrevue, sembla se raviser. A sa voix, il y 
eut un mouvement d'hésitation: elle parla quelques instants aux autres; mais ne pouvant, à ce 
qu'il nous parut, les décider à la suivre, elle s'élança seule du haut des dunes; et marchant sur 
le rivage à quelque distance en avant de nous avec beaucoup d'assurance et même avec une 
sorte de fierté, elle sembloit insulter à la timidité de ses compagnes. Ces dernières, à leur tour, 
parurent honteuses de leur foiblesse; peu-à-peu elles s'enhardirent, et se décidèrent à revenir 
au rivage. Ce fut donc avec cette nombreuse et singulière escorte que nous arrivâmes à nos 
embarkations … ' (p. 255).
30 'Ces conditions préliminaires ayant été remplies, les femmes s'accroupirent sur leurs 
talons et dès ce moment elles parurent s'abandonner sans réserve à la vivacité de leur caractère, 
parlant toutes ensemble, nous interrogeant toutes à-la-fois, ayant l'air souvent de nous 
critiquer et de rire à nos dépens, faisant, en un mot, mille gestes, mille contorsions aussi 
singulières que varies.'
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sous d'autres rapports, notre joviale Diémenoise se mit à exécuter divers 
mouvemens de danse. (p. 253)

What Homi Bhahba sees as the ambivalence of mimicry31 is at play here and a 
complicated interchange/reversal of the viewed and the viewer. There is the gaze 
of the Frenchmen looking at the woman who has been watching them closely in 
order to imitate them. The reversals continue: the resulting portrait grows out of 
the European gaze directed towards the Indigenous woman who is simulating the 
Europeans.

Arra-Maïda's dancing for the men is, as I shall show, the clue to one aspect of 
Petit's portrayal of her. Some of her dance movements are very suggestive and highly 
erotic — 'excessively indecent', Péron calls them — or they could be seen as such by 
Europeans:

Divers mouvemens de danse dont quelques-uns pourroient être regardés 
comme excessivement indécens, si dans cet état des sociétés l'homme n'étoit 
encore absolument étranger à toute cette délicatesse de sentimens et d'actions 
qui n'est pour nous qu'un produit heureux du perfectionnement de l'ordre 
social. (p. 253)

As Péron observes her closely, she takes note, and when she has finished her dance, she 
draws some charcoal out of her rush bag and proceeds to apply charcoal to his face 
and to Heirisson's.32 Their changed appearance greatly pleases the women:

Nous parûmes être alors un grand sujet d'admiration pour ces femmes; elles 
sembloient nous regarder avec une douce satisfaction, et nous féliciter des 
nouveaux agrémens que nous venions d'acquérir. (p. 254)

This is the first of a series of enchanting interludes, beautifully portrayed in Péron's 
written account and subsequently recorded by Petit in the portrait, which encapsulates 

31 H.K. Bhahba, 'Of memory and man: The ambivalence of colonial discourse', The location 
of culture (London and New York, Routledge, 1994), pp. 85-92.
32 It is noteworthy that during the visit to Tasmania by members of the D'Entrecasteaux 
expedition, a visit which took place from January 1793, the artist Jean Piron requested that the 
exposed parts of his body be painted with charcoal, which one of the Indigenous Tasmanians 
then did. For a description of this event see E. Duyker, Citizen Labillardière: A naturalist's 
life in revolution and exploration, 1755-1834 (Melbourne, Miegunyah, 2003), pp. 149-50. 
Péron's reflections on skin colour, once he and Heirisson have had charcoal applied to them, 
are revelatory: 'Ainsi donc cette blancheur Européenne dont notre espèce est si fière, n'est plus 
qu'un défaut réel, une sorte de difformité qui doit le céder, dans des climats lointains, à la 
couleur noire du charbon, au rouge sombre de l'ocre ou de la terre glaise' (p. 254).
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much of the tenor of the interactions. Not long afterwards, Péron meets up with this 
woman who had so impressed him and his companions; the meeting proves to be of 
the utmost importance not only for the individuals involved, but also for posterity:

Peu de jours après, j'eus le plaisir de rencontrer la même femme dont il vient 
d'être tant de fois question: j'appris alors qu'elle se nommoit ARRA-MAÏDA. 
M. PETIT voulut bien, à ma prière, en faire le portrait, qui se trouve dans
l'atlas, et qui, sous tous les rapports, est d'une ressemblance parfaite. On y
retrouve bien, si je ne me trompe, ce caractère d'assurance et de fierté qui
distinguoit éminemment cette femme, de toutes ses compagnes. Lorsque je la
rencontrai la dernière fois, elle portoit un petit enfant derrière le dos. (p. 256)

This woman — self-assured, proud, bold, jovial, engaging, amusing and a born 
mimic — has come down to us from Péron's vivid account and Petit's lively portrait. 
A leader amongst the group of Aboriginal women, Arra-Maïda is also maternal. Her 
maternal tenderness appeals enormously to Péron and would also have appealed, we 
could surmise, to Degérando of the Société des Observateurs de l'homme. Author of 
the manual directing the members of the Baudin expedition how to behave and what 
to note when in the presence of Indigenous peoples, Degérando had also written an 
important tract on motherhood.33

What are the important features of Arra-Maïda — features which distinguish 
her, as she is depicted by Petit, from others of her race? A woman of her people she 
is, but she also seems to have features derived from a tradition with which, I believe, 
Petit would have been very familiar. In other words, there is a sort of overlay which 
seeks to render Arra-Maïda palatable to a European viewer and to suggest the charm 
she exuded, to which, as Péron's account reveals, the Frenchmen were not impervious. 
This woman who danced and sang for the unknown white men, and who so charmed 
them by her self-assurance and pride, is portrayed in a pose not dissimilar from this 
one of the bare-footed Taglioni (Figure 5.6).

Figure 5.6: 'Marie Taglioni as La Sylphide'. To view this image, see http://world4.
eu/ballerina-costume-marie-tagioni.

In other words, Petit gives Arra-Maïda certain characteristics which he takes 
from the tradition of French dance. Her position — the way her body is inclined and 

33 As noted earlier, the most comprehensive reference work on Degérando can be found in 
Copans and Jamin.
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the tilt of her head — is very much that of a dancer. Her feet, too, placed in a way 
reminiscent of dance positions, are rather dainty for a woman who would not wear 
shoes. Her body-shape recalls a typical European woman of the time. The similarity of 
pose, with the raised foot at the back and the position of the head, suggests the ideal 
femininity of the period while alluding to the performer, the dancer who charms men 
and embodies, even if only momentarily, 'cette délicatesse de sentimens et d'actions 
qui n'est pour nous qu'un produit heureux du perfectionnement de l'ordre social' of 
which Péron speaks in his account of the voyage (p. 253). Is this an attempt by Petit, 
one might ask, to bring Arra-Maïda into the European fold just as she had sought to 
bring the Frenchmen into the Aboriginal fold?34

There seem to be other models for Arra-Maïda, too, and this brings me back to 
the classical precedents. Hunt and Carter, for example, describe her as 'an ambiguous 
huntress, arousing but also maternal'.35 For the huntress there were models aplenty 
with which Petit would have been familiar, by virtue of his apprenticeship with David 
in the Louvre: Jean-Antoine Houdon's sculpture, Diane Chasseresse (Figure 5.7)36; the 
famous depiction of Diane de Poitiers, the mistress of Henri II, as Diane Chasseresse 
by an anonymous painter from the Ecole de Fontainebleau; and the prototype from 
antiquity from which all of these were derived (Figure 5.8).

The portrait of Arra-Maïda ties in, then, with a whole French tradition in 
which portraiture is important. Though the classical and the dance traditions inform 
Petit's portrait of Arra-Maïda, the inner life of the subject is perhaps even more 
important. Viviane Fayaud points out that from the eighteenth century onwards the 
goal of the portraitist was to 'rendre la psychologie du modèle'.37 She considers that 
Petit's portraits of the Indigenous population from Van Diemen's Land 'subissent 
et traduisent cette influence', with a happy outcome: 'Dépeindre leur vie intérieure 

34 I am grateful to my colleagues Jennifer McDonell and Sascha Morrell for enriching the 
content of this chapter through discussions of its earlier incarnation. Jennifer generously gave 
of her time to discuss postcolonial theory and particularly Homi Bhahba's work. Sascha drew 
my attention to the similarities between Arra-Maïda 'painting' the Frenchmen in her own 
image, and the Frenchman, Petit, painting her in his.
35 Hunt and Carter, p. 72, emphasis added.
36 I am indebted to Professor Fae Brauer for suggesting Houdon's sculpture as a possible 
model for Petit.
37 V. Fayaud, 'Le temps du rêve français: l'Australie dans l'iconographie au xixe siècle', 
Journal de la Société des Océanistes, 2: 129 (2009), pp. 1-13; http://www.cairn.info/revue-
journal-de-la-societe-des-oceanistes.
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devient alors une exigence, qui rend si attachants les portraits de Nicolas-Martin Petit, 

ce qui leur a valu d'être remarqués dès le xixe siècle'.38 For Fayaud, Petit's portraits, 

including the one of Arra-Maïda, 'témoignent d'un respect peut-être jamais égalé 

envers les indigènes, une approche qui surgit d'un compte rendu de l'expédition de 

Joseph d'Entrecasteaux'.39 Fayaud quotes Etienne Taillemite, a quote reminiscent of 

Baudin's letter to Governor King cited at the beginning of this chapter, in which 

the Commander deplores the practice of taking away lands from the Indigenous 

population to whom they belonged: 'Il ne fut question ni de conquérir ni de convertir 

les insulaires; les liens d'hospitalité furent les seuls qu'on chercha à former'.40

38 Fayaud, p. 6.
39 Fayaud, p. 6.
40 E. Taillemite, Marins français à la découverte du monde, de Jacques Cartier à Durmont 
d'Urville (Paris, Fayard, 1999), p. 436, quoted in Fayaud, p. 6.

Figure 5.7: Jean-Antoine Houdon, 
Diane Chasseresse. Source: Wikimedia 
Commons.

Figure 5.8: 'Diane Chasseresse', 
also known as 'Diane de Versailles', 
prototype from antiquity. Source: 
Wikimedia Commons.
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This concept of hospitality, of an exchange between equals, is evident in Petit's 
portrait of Arra-Maïda, a proud and confident woman who is in no way subjugated 
to the tyranny or the control of the visiting Frenchmen, but who rather shapes and 
controls the successive encounters with them, as Péron's account testifies. Drawing 
on his classical training and on his knowledge of French dance and of sculpture and 
paintings in the Louvre, as well as on the nature of the successive encounters with Arra-
Maïda, Petit has added stylistic features into his frame to make his portrait 'readable' 
for a European viewer and to convey the tenor of the meetings by French expedition 
members with a woman the French considered a leader amongst her people and an 
important intermediary between the two groups.

How authentic, then, is the portrait? Georges Cuvier had expressed concern 
that 'les dessins qui se trouvent dans les voyages modernes quoique faits sur les lieux, 
se ressentent plus ou moins des règles et des proportions que le dessinateur avait 
apprises dans les écoles d'Europe et il n'en est presque aucun sur lequel le naturaliste 
puisse compter pour en faire la base de recherches ultérieures'41, a problem he sought 
to rectify by drawing up a set of guidelines. The 'physical anthropology guidelines 
[Cuvier] prepared seem to have influenced the style of portraiture' adopted by Petit.42

In the case of Petit, his training and inclusion of elements deriving from his 
apprenticeship do not seem to have made the portrait less authentic: Péron stresses 
that the portrait of Arra-Maïda 'sous tous les rapports, est d'une ressemblance 
parfaite' (p. 256). In a letter to the Professeurs du Muséum, Péron describes Petit's 
work as 'une suite précieuse et complète de toutes les vues des côtes de la Nouvelle 
Hollande avec un très grand nombre de dessins de costumes de naturels parfaitement 
exacts'.43 While capturing the essential characteristics of Arra-Maïda, Petit was, Philip 
Jones states, 'also striving to fulfill Cuvier's brief to identify the woman scientifically 
as a specimen of her race'.44 In this way, Nicolas-Martin Petit contributed to what 
Jacqueline Bonnemains has called 'l'essor de l'anthropologie'.45 The instructions to 
the engraver inscribed by Péron on the grid of the portrait stress this aspect of Arra-

41 Copans and Jamin, p. 69, quoted in Fayaud, p. 8.
42 P. Jones, p. 164.
43 Coll. Lesueur, n. 22 052, Bonnemains, Œuvres de Nicolas-Martin Petit, p. 9, emphasis 
added.
44 P. Jones, p. 170.
45 Bonnemains, Œuvres de Nicolas-Martin Petit, p. 4.
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Maïda as a type: 'au trait simple / conserver soigneusement / les formes generales, 
mais /retoucher les défauts essentiels; / les formes grêles des / members étant un 
caractère / de cette race, il faudra les / observer avec grand soin'.

Jones believes that the 'ethnographic and physiognomic detail contained in 
Arra-Maïda's portrait does not prevent us from regarding her as an individual. It was 
Petit's outstanding achievement to provide this combination of sensibility and acute 
observation'.46 Petit's portrait, then, while providing the scientists with an accurate 
depiction of a Tasmanian Aboriginal woman, in line with Cuvier's brief, also allows a 
clear vision of the personality and force of character of this outstanding woman and 
of her behaviour when in the company of the Europeans.

Moreover, it is thanks to this artist that we have a portrait such as this one 
depicting the proud Arra-Maïda, belonging to a people soon to disappear, owing to 
the very tyrannies that Nicolas Baudin deplores in his letter to Governor King.

Conclusion

Nicolas-Martin Petit's 1802 portrait of Bruny Islander Arra-Maïda affords an 
illuminating glimpse into the interactions of nineteenth-century Europeans and 
Indigenous Australians. Written documents which complement the portrait are an 
invaluable resource for 'reading' it. These resources include the instructions that 
Degérando of the Société des Observateurs de l'homme drew up, which outlined 
to expedition members how they should interact with Indigenous peoples — a 
document informed by French Enlightenment ideals of 'common humanity, rather 
than racial difference'.47 While results may have fallen short of what Degérando was 
proposing,

the French demonstrated a preparedness to engage with Aboriginal society on 
its own terms, regarding Aboriginal people unequivocally as members of the 
same human family. That level of engagement stands in stark contrast to the 
British investigations proceeding almost simultaneously under Flinders.48

The official record compiled by François Péron is also a precious resource for 
understanding the nature of the relations of the French with the Tasmanians, and the 
portrait which resulted from these relations.

46 P. Jones, p. 170.
47 P. Jones, p. 164.
48 P. Jones, p. 164.
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Details that Péron gives in his account invite a reassessment along postcolonial 
lines of the encounters and of the context in which they took place and of the resulting 
portrait. In some ways we can see the act described by Péron of Arra-Maïda covering 
the men with charcoal, and in this way including them in her own group, as equivalent 
to Petit including Arra-Maïda in his group by representing her as a dancer. The portrait 
suggests, then, a nuanced relationship of reciprocity rather than a simple one-way 
transaction. In other words, the interactions with Indigenous people changed the 
imperial expectations, tempered by the advice of Degérando, with which the expedition 
members set out, and resulted in the reformulation of the encounter as an exchange.
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