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S ince antiquity, people have crossed the seas to explore 
distant shores and discover other cultures. Early travelers’ 

accounts survive in manuscript, and with the introduction of 
the printing press, an abundance of illustrated reports found 
wider distribution in Europe and other continents. The Getty 
Research Institute’s rich collection of rare books, prints, 
photographs, and ephemera makes it possible to present the 
fascinating but little-known visual history of maritime 
exploration and exchange.  
  To study this material is to comprehend—and even to 
become part of—the process by which our predecessors 
strove to understand the variety and diversity of our planet’s 

nature and inhabitants. Through images of distant lands, 
Connecting Seas explores the beginnings of this engagement 
with the unknown, the strange, the alien, and the foreign. 
  Inevitably, the narrative of the exhibition has an ethical 
dimension as well, inviting the visitor to reflect on a long and 
complex history of understanding and misunderstanding,  
a process which continues as we learn to accept, tolerate, 
enjoy, and protect the multiplicity of human existence and 
nature’s beauty in our global present.

orienting the world
The exhibition is divided into three sections: “Orienting the 
World,” “Expeditions and Exploration,” and “Commerce and 
Colonialism.” The first section displays the techniques and 
tools early explorers developed in order to navigate the seas. 
Knowledge of astronomical orientation and the invention of 
maritime instruments were necessary to face the challenges 
of ocean voyages. Mapping the world was the premier 
endeavor to grapple with the unknown. But it is already 
evident in these early periods how discoverers were seeking 
to experience the whole world and to describe the planet, 
which gradually was coming to be understood as the globe 
we know today. Experience and imagination are combined 
in these early representations of the earth’s continents (fig. 1).
  Connecting Seas first introduces the human urge to see the 
world and to understand, find, and define one’s place in it in 
relation to others. Envisioning and imagining, exploring and 
mapping, encountering and capturing worlds that are alien 
and exotic compared to one’s own: such creative and tragic  

Fig. 1. World as a clover with Jerusalem at the center, woodcut. From 
Heinrich Bünting, Itinerarium sacrae scripturae (Magdeburg, 1597), pp. 4–5. 
Los Angeles, Getty Research Institute (44-2)



Fig. 2. Giovanni Botero (Italian, 1540–1617). Man from the wilds of Asia, 
woodcut. From Le relationi universali . . . (Venice, 1618), n. p. Los Angeles, 
Getty Research Institute (85-B15519)

urges were shared by centuries of explorers from Western  
and non-Western cultures alike.

expeditions and exploration
The astonished reaction to the reports and objects that 
travelers brought back from their explorations changed  
the Western world. Early travelogues were at times fanciful, 
and hearsay reports generated strange and curious misunder-
standings about other lands and cultures (fig 2). 
  It took centuries to investigate distant continents in a  
more scholarly manner. This is the story presented in the 
second section of the exhibition. Exploration and collecting 
were followed by study and analysis. Enlightenment values 
motivated rigorous scholarly approaches to distant continents,  
but they often coincided with imperialist ambitions of 
European rulers. Napoleon invited geographers, archaeolo-
gists, and scientists to accompany him on his military 
campaigns in Egypt. After their return to France, this team  
of experts published precise, firsthand observations and 
groundbreaking research on the entire Egyptian world,  
from the smallest insects to the largest ancient ruins. 
Preoccupation with other cultures became the domain of 
professionals who valued empirical knowledge of distant lands 
and employed systematic and scientific approaches to their 
subjects. Among the most remarkable of these was the 
German naturalist Alexander von Humboldt, who traveled 
extensively to many parts of Latin America. He returned to 
Berlin and Paris with significant specimens and copious notes 
to study and publish the results of his research (fig. 3).



 

 
  

 

 
  

 
 

 
 

 
  
 

 

 
 

  
 

 

Fig. 3. Anonymous, after Eduard Hildebrandt (German, 1818–69). Alexander 
von Humboldt in his study, 1848, color lithograph. Los Angeles, Getty 
Research Institute (2013.PR.38) 

Fig. 4. Joseph Nash (English, 1809–78). Chinese objects exhibited at the 
Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of All Nations (London, 1851), 
chromolithograph. From Dickinsons’ Comprehensive Pictures of the Great 
Exhibition of 1851 (London, 1854), vol. 1, pl. 24. Los Angeles, Getty Research 
Institute (90-B9947) 



 

    
 

 

   
 
 

 
 

 
 

   
 

 

 
 

 

Fig. 5. Paul Colin (French, 1892–1985). Poster for the Deuxième salon 
de la France d’outre-mer (Paris, 1939), color lithograph. Los Angeles, 
Getty Research Institute (970031.5)
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Fig. 6. Advertisement cards for Belgian company Chocolat de 
Beukelaer, late 1800s–early 1900s, chromolithographic cards 
mounted on paper. Los Angeles, Getty Research Institute 
(93.R.118.9)

Fig. 7. German Colonial Game, ca. 1910s, mixed media including chromolithograph. 
Los Angeles, Getty Research Institute (2004.PR.67)

On cover: Johann Baptist Bergmüller (German, 1724–85). Batavia, city, fortress, and 
residence of the governor general of Holland, ca. 1750, hand-colored engraving. Los 
Angeles, Getty Research Institute (P970012.2*)


