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The Cult of the Celebrity: Omai, the Exotic and Joshua Reynolds 
 
This lecture I will look at the events that led up to Joshua Reynolds’s portrait 
of Omai becoming an emblematic and iconic image representing Britain at the 
very height of its imperial powers.  To explore this famous moment from 
history when two worlds collided I will explore the key players in Omai’s story, 
his origins in Tahiti, his background and motivation to come to England, 
followed by his time in England and English society and his interaction 
therein.   
 
I will then go on to look at Joshua Reynolds’s ideas regarding his self image, 
his influences and how this related to his image of Omai.  This will be followed 
by a look at what this portrait of Omai by Joshua Reynolds can tell us about 
18th century English society, its perception or preconception of the Other or 
non-white European and how prevalent pseudo-scientific ideas in this period 
affected the way Omai was perceived and finally envisioned in Reynolds’s 
painting.  I will then look at what happened when Omai returned to the South 
Seas and impact of going back; can one ever go back what is the impact of 
returning?  Finally I will speak about the legacy of the image we call Omai, 
which has become an enigma in its own right.  
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