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The Orotava Canary Foundation for the History of  Science (FUNDORO in its Spanish initials) was legally constituted in 1999. However, its activities go back 
as far as 1991 when the Orotava Seminar Group was set up by secondary school teachers of  different disciplines. The main goal of  the Foundation is to help spread and 
promote scientific culture through book and on-line publications, press releases, the organization of  courses, conferences and exhibitions and, above all, the preparation 
of  teaching material for use in secondary schools. The Foundation’s Board of  Trustees is comprised of  the Regional Ministry of  Education of  the Canary Government, 
the Tenerife Island Council, La Orotava Town Council and La Laguna University. Among the many undertakings of  the Foundation, the following are worthy of  special 
mention:

Organisation of International Conferences: •	 Eurosymposium Galileo (2001); The History of Science in secondary education (2001); Science and Romanticism (2002); 
Einstein and the changing world views of Physics (2005); Science and Religion in the Modern Age (2006); Sciences, societies, landscapes (2007). Some conference 
proceedings can be consulted online. 

19 editions of the Orotava History of Science Seminar Workshop. The lectures can be consulted online.•	

Didactic exhibitions: •	 The pulse of water (2001), Imprints of a creative science (2002), Science and Romanticism (2003), Einstein in the school (2004), Society, culture 
and science in the time of Einstein (2005), Canary Islands, a land of scientific exploration (2006), Travellers, explorers and naturalists (2007). The panels of these 
exhibitions can be consulted online.

Didactic Section: A whole range of teaching materials with activities for secondary school pupils.•	

Since 2002 FUNDORO has been working on a series of  digitalization projects, some of  which have now been completed. The results of  these projects can be 
consulted online. Amongst others, they include: 

The•	  Humboldt Project (2002-06),	digitalization	of	documentation	pertaining	to	scientific	expeditions	to	the	Canary	Islands	during	the	XVIII	and	XIX	centuries.

The •	 Betancourt Project (2007-11): digitalization of the works of the distinguished Canarian, Agustín de Betancourt, one of the fathers of modern engineering.

The•	  Canary Islands, another perspective Project (2007-08): the present exhibition is based on this Project. It also includes an instructional Activities Manual and the 
book The scientific discovery of the Canary Islands.

The •	 Science, tourism and health Project (2007-11): digitalization of the medical works and climate-based studies published between 1850 and 1936 which transformed 
the Canary Islands into a European tourist destination.



T he Canary Islands have been an intercontinental gateway since the latter years of  the Middle Ages; a European 
enclave set in a geographically African sea scanning a horizon that hints invitingly of  lands to be discovered and 

explored. How many seafarers, adventure-seekers, merchants, naturalists, scientists, soldiers, priests or simple travellers must 
have felt themselves to be in a land that was, at the same time, familiar and yet strangely unfamiliar?

Initial interest in this group of  islands was overwhelmingly practical and intimately bound to maritime navigation and 
orientation. Teide acted as a giant lighthouse which sea-going vessels were able to spot from afar and use as a reference point. 
The Islands represented the last outcrops of  land in this area of  the Atlantic for seafarers to verify whether they were on course 
for America or not. The possibilities that the Canarian Archipelago offered in terms of  food, general supplies and fresh water 
provisioning soon saw it become an almost obligatory stopover point in maritime communications with the other continents. 
At the same time, the islands were seen by some travellers as an opportunity to exploit their exploratory instincts. Though they 
knew they still remained within the theoretical confines of  the Old World, they were amazed to discover an exotic land that 
was strikingly different from their countries of  origin.

Thus, sailors and scientists took advantage of  their brief  technical stopovers at the various Canary Island ports to 
explore the terrain, collect endemic plants, take notes on a whole range of  topics and make the inevitable ascent up Tenerife’s volcano. If, in addition to the privileged loca-
tion of  the Islands and their dual use as start and end point of  a journey across the seas, one also takes into account their geological, botanical and climatic peculiarities, 
it is not difficult to understand how they became a kind of  laboratory testing ground for naturalists who formed part of  the great transoceanic scientific expeditions. By 
such means were the treasures of  this Atlantic territory slowly but surely uncovered.

The list of  illustrious visitors who have left behind evidence of  their stay on the islands in books, travellers’ tales, diaries, reports, letters, dried plant collections, 
maps, drawings or photographs, runs to several hundred names. Such a legacy has contributed in a number of  instances to scientific advancements in a variety of  fields. It 
also comprises a first class documentary source which has not only facilitated the interpretation and, in part, reconstruction of  the recent history of  the Archipelago and 
the idiosyncrasy of  its inhabitants, but has also provided a better understanding of  a unique natural and physical resource and its different socio-economic realities. 
Following is a brief  summary of  this enthralling story.

The Canary Islands, another perspective: 
Travellers, explorers and naturalists



T he XVII century saw a scientific revolution take place. The way in which the world was seen suffered a radical 
mutation as the century progressed. This change had its origins in astronomy, with Nicholas Copernicus and Jo-

hannes Kepler as the main protagonists, moved on to the field of  physics where Galileo Galilei and Isaac Newton expounded 
their theories, and gradually began to permeate other spheres of  knowledge and culture of  the period.

In this context the first institutions of  a scientific nature began to make their appearance, most notably the Royal Society 
(1660) in London and the Académie des Sciences (1666) in Paris. This same period also saw publication of  the first scientific jour-
nals, some of  an independent character and others compiled in close collaboration with such institutions. This was the case of  
Philosophical Transactions, official publication and voice of  the Royal Society, the first issue of  which in 1665 makes it the world’s 
longest running scientific journal.

From their first meetings the members of  the Royal Society showed an interest in sending a scientific mission to Ten-
erife to carry out a series of  experiments. Though never carried out, the list of  activities proposed in 1661 included climbing 
to the peak of  Mount Teide to verify the effects of  altitude on atmospheric pressure, gravity, the physiology and behaviour of  
certain animals, the combustion of  different substances, freezing and condensation processes, the corrosion of  copper and 

iron, the transmission of  sounds and, finally, on the organoleptic qualities of  food and drink.

As early as 1667 the London based journal published the first ever report on an ascent of  Teide undertaken by a group of  “merchants and gentlemen worthy of  
admiration”. A paper of  a more scientific nature, whose main author was a Mr. J. Edens, was published at the beginning of  the XVIII century. Its pages, which describe a 
journey “…in the Island of  Tenerife to the Top of  the Pike in that Island”, are regarded as the first account of  the Canary Islands’ contribution to the history of  European 
science.

This would not be the last time in which experiences and observations with Teide as the main backdrop would fill the pages of  this prestigious scientific journal. 
In the middle of  the XVIII century the illustrious English physician William Heberden wrote two papers in which he related general observations made together with his 
brother Thomas, who lived in the Islands, during an ascent of  Teide. These included the discovery of  a salt found in the crater at the very top which local people called 
salitrón and which they named natron. 

The Canary Islands appear in the Royal Society



I n 1724 the Académie des Sciences of  Paris entrusted Louis Feuillée (1660-1732), renowned astronomer and 
member of  the Order of  Minims, with the task of  performing a series of  scientific observations in the Ca-

nary Islands which were to be completed with others undertaken in Paris. At the age of  64, this experienced traveller set 
off  on his last official mission, thereby culminating his illustrious scientific career with the first exploration of  this nature 
which had as its specific destination the Canarian Archipelago.

One of  the main objectives of  the journey was to determine as accurately as possible the position of  the island of  El 
Hierro –which in 1634 the French monarch Louis XIII had decreed to be the prime meridian– and to measure the difference 
in longitude between this point and the Paris Observatory. It would not be until 1884 that international adoption of  the Green-
wich Zero Meridian was accepted at the Washington Conference and until that time different countries used a whole series of  
places as the prime meridian including, amongst others, Cadiz, Paris, St. Petersburg, El Hierro or Teide itself.

As well as charting the western islands, mapping coastlines and drawing plans of  cities (such as Valverde in El Hierro), 
Feuillée was unable to resist an ascent of  Teide, whose height he somewhat unsuccessfully attempted to calculate. During his 
stay, which lasted more than three months, he devoted much time to collecting botanical and zoological samples some of  
which he faithfully reproduced in drawings, including the drago tree (Dracaena draco), the Teide violet (Viola cheiranthifolia), the ‘orchilla’ lichen (Roccella canariensis), the barra-
cuda and the gecko. As a result of  his work, Louis Feuillée is regarded as the pioneer of  scientific expeditions in the Canary Archipelago.

On his travels Feuillée used the following instruments: a 15-foot telescope, a micrometer for observation of  eclipses, a one foot diameter semi-circle divided 
into degrees and minutes, a quarter circle with a radius of  15 inches, mercury and glass tubes to make barometers, two pendulum clocks, two compasses and several 
thermometers. The manuscript which contains the account of  his Voyage aux Iles Canaries has been preserved and is now kept in Paris.

Louis Feuillée 
and the first scientific expedition to the Archipelago



I n 1735, the Frenchmen Charles Marie de La Condamine (1701-1774), Pierre Bouguer and Louis Godin under-
took an expedition to Peru for the purpose of  measuring the roundness of  the earth and measuring the length 

of  a degree of  longitude at the Equator. They were accompanied by the Spanish geographers Jorge Juan and Antonio de Ulloa 
who, though they did not stop at the Islands, noted down in their diaries data related to the geographical position of  the Islands 
and used the observations made some years beforehand by Feuillée.

In April 1749 the French botanist Michel Adanson (1727-1806), who formed part of  an official expedition to Sene-
gal, stopped over for 8 days in Tenerife. While the vessel was being provisioned he made use of  his time to make a number 
of  expeditions in the island. He later wrote down his experiences, praising its natural beauty and beneficial climate, as well as 
providing detailed descriptions of  its orography and fauna and flora. His belief  that Teide was one of  the highest mountains 
in the world encouraged him to attempt to determine its height.

One of  the earlier travel accounts that best described the use and customs of  the inhabitants of  the Islands was the 
work of  George Glas (1725-1765), a well-educated Scottish seafarer, doctor and merchant adventurer. His findings and expe-
riences, accumulated during a number of  commercially motivated visits to the Canarian Archipelago, were written down in a 

book and published in London in 1764. His interest in these lands led him to include in his work the translation of  a manuscript, which he attributed to Abreu Galindo, 
about the discovery and conquest of  the Canary Islands and the original settlers. This successful work contained a description of  the landscape and customs of  the Islands, 
as well as observations on commerce and investigations into the pre-Hispanic language.

As Glas’s commercial interests were centred on fishing, his book gave precise details about the ports and anchorages, the coastal topography and its military de-
fences, the wind regime and nautical cartography. He proposed the use of  the sap or latex of  spurges (Euphorbiaceae) found on the islands to caulk ships. He also wrote 
about the benign climate and the longevity of  the inhabitants and was the first traveller to identify the suitability of  Las Cañadas del Teide for astronomical observations. 
He criticised Spain’s colonial policy towards the Canary Islands and spent ten months in prison under suspicion of  espionage.

Expeditions in the mid XVIII century:La Condamine,  
Adanson and Glas



O ne of  the most crucial problems that navigators faced until the arrival of  the modern times was that of  de-
termining longitude, in other words how to correctly and accurately calculate the position of  a vessel at open 

sea moving from East to West or vice-versa (this could also be described as crossing the meridians from a conventional zero 
meridian). A variety of  astronomical methods were employed in an attempt to resolve this problem, using the moon, the 
stars or Jupiter’s satellites as reference points. However, the problem was only truly resolved with the manufacture of  preci-
sion timepieces that could stay accurate even at sea, such as those made by the Englishman John Harrison or by the French 
chronometer-makers Pierre Le Roy and Ferdinand Berthoud.

With the purpose of  testing the efficiency of  these marine timekeepers, the French government gave Charles Pierre 
Claret de Fleurieu (1738-1810), mathematician and naval officer, command of  the frigate L’Isis. During the course of  the 
journey, which took him from Aix to the island of  Newfoundland via Cabo Verde and the West Indies, he stopped over in 
Tenerife on both the outward (1768) and return legs (1769), taking advantage on both occasions to perform astronomic and 
cartographic work. Additionally, he took measurements and made observations from Santa Cruz and La Orotava which ena-
bled him to calculate the position of  the Islands.

Towards the end of  1771 the Parisian Académie des Sciences, determined to verify the efficiency of  their instruments and find useful methods to improve navigation 
(particularly in the questions of  latitude and longitude), fitted out the frigate La Flore and charged captain Jean-René-Antoine Verdun de la Crenne (1741-1805) with a new 
mission to traverse the whole Atlantic Ocean. The campaign –which lasted ten months– was a highly successful one, with the work begun by Claret de Fleurieu completed 
and the longitude problem practically resolved.

One of  the objectives of  the expedition was to accurately determine the position of  the Canary Islands (particularly El Hierro), as well as several other places along 
the African coast. This task was entrusted to Jean-Charles Borda (1733-1799), geodesist, mathematician and military engineer, and Alexandre Guy Pingré (1711-1796), 
astronomer, geographer and fellow traveller on the earlier expedition of  Fleurieu. During their eleven day stay they carried out a multitude of  measurements from various 
locations and made an excursion to Teide to determine its height. The details of  the observations and operations that were undertaken during the expedition, as well as a 
description of  the Archipelago and its inhabitants, were published by l’Imprimerie Royale in 1778.

Canary Islands:28º north latitude



F or a long time Teide was considered to be the highest mountain in the world. Its impressive peak could be seen 
from afar at sea, making it extremely useful for navigation purposes and acting as a kind of  lighthouse which 

enabled seafarers to get their bearings on the Atlantic maritime routes. Therefore, knowing its exact position and height was of  
vital importance for navigators, as well as being an indispensable element in the determination of  the geographical coordinates 
of  other points in the Archipelago.

Hence the relevance and importance of  the observations of  the French geodesist, physicist and astronomer Jean-
Charles Borda (1733-1799) who receives the honour of  being the first person to have determined with acceptable precision the 
height of  Teide above sea level. The errors made during the measurement process of  the Peak during his first visit in 1771 on 
board the frigate La Flore obliged him to return in 1776 on the corvette La Boussole, determined this time to repeat, check and 
rectify his initial calculations as well as to establish the exact position of  each of  the islands and of  the West African coast.

Borda estimated the height of  Teide to be 1,905 toise (ancient French unit of  length equivalent in this case to 3,713 
metres). He applied trigonometric methods making use of  the measurement of  triangles whose apexes he positioned at stra-
tegic points: the house of  the Cólogan family in Puerto de la Cruz, the garden of  the Franchy family in La Orotava and, of  

course, the Peak of  Teide itself. In the same way that James Cook, who met Borda by chance in Tenerife in 1776, La Pérouse and Bougainville definitively determined the 
shape and position of  the continents and archipelagos of  the Pacific, Borda managed to accurately chart the Canary Islands thanks to the rigorous use of  more modern 
instruments and the assistance of  a forty-strong team of  helpers, including a number of  Spanish naval officers.

Measuring the Peak of  Teide was not an object of  mere curiosity for us, as our work was crucially dependent upon it. It was vital that we knew the exact height 
of  this volcano so that we could make the most of  the observations of  apparent height that we had made at various locations on the islands of  Tenerife, La Gomera and 
Gran Canaria, and which were to be used to establish their longitudes and latitudes…

Jean-Charles Borda  
and the exact measurement of Mount Teide



A fter the first globe-crossing expeditions of  the Spanish and Portuguese, it was the English and French 
governments who would fund the great maritime expeditions of  the second half  of  the XVIII century in 

their attempts to reach distant lands and annex new territories. These campaigns, clearly motivated by a colonising zeal, would 
require the latest available scientific and technological know-how to locate and describe these new territories, and their aim was 
to gather information on the people, animals, plants and, of  course, the exploitable natural resources that were found there. 
Political and scientific objectives overlapped and, on occasions, the stated objectives were used merely as a pretext for the real 
driving force behind the expedition.

The English model for these expeditions can be seen in the three that were captained by James Cook (1728-1779) in 
1769, 1772 and 1776. The Royal Society entrusted Cook with several missions including, amongst others, the observation of  
the trajectory of  Venus from Tahiti, the ascertainment of  the existence or otherwise of  a southern continent and the search 
for the famous North-West passage, a potential commercial sea route north and west around North America. On his third ex-
pedition, in command of  the Resolution, Cook chose to anchor in the harbour at Santa Cruz de Tenerife rather than Funchal, 
a competitor at the time. His brief  stay on the island coincided with that of  Borda and the opportunity was used by both to 
exchange ideas and information.

Following in the wake of  Cook, the French undertook their most ambitious expedition in 1785. King Louis XVI himself, advised by the Académie des Sciences and the 
Académie de Medecine, supervised the planning of  an expedition under the command of  Jean-François Galaup, Count of  La Pérouse (1741-1788), which aimed to sail the world’s 
oceans. Sadly, in June 1788 the expedition, comprising some 400 men, disappeared off  the island of  Vanikoro in the South Pacific. Nearly three years earlier, in August 1785, the 
vessels had called in to Tenerife and during their stay a few scientists had taken advantage to ascend Teide and perform observations and experiments. These are known about thanks 
to texts written by the naturalists La Martinière and Lamanon and the astronomer Mongès and sent to France before the mysterious disappearance of  the ships.

The lack of  news concerning La Pérouse caused much commotion back in France and a number of  unsuccessful search parties were sent out. These included one 
which the National Assembly entrusted to captain Bruni d’Entrecasteaux (1739-1793) in command of  La Recherche and L’Espérance. These ships called in to Tenerife 
on October 13th, 1791, where they stayed for ten days. Once again, astronomers and other scientists ascended Mount Teide and made observations which we know about 
thanks to notes taken by the naturalist Labillardière on a number of  plant species as well as on the different communities and inhabitants of  the island.

The Canary Islands, ports of call for the  
great circumnavigation expeditions of the XVIII century



A wareness in Europe of  indigenous Canarian flora grew as the XVIII century progressed thanks to the 
samples collected by travellers and to their drawings, such as those made by Louis Feuillée in 1724 which 

portrayed characteristic island species from life. However, the systematic study in situ of  Canarian botany only began towards 
the end of  the XVIII century. On the initiative of  the 6th Marquis de Villanueva del Prado, work commenced in 1790 on the 
Jardín de Aclimatación de Plantas de La Orotava (Acclimatisation Gardens of  Orotava), the purpose of  which was to grow species 
from exotic lands that could be of  agricultural or ornamental interest or used as forage crops. A.P. Ledru was the author of  its 
first catalogue. For travelling naturalists the gardens became a requisite visit and many renowned figures would use them as a 
place of  work including, amongst others, the Scottish gardener C. McManur, the English trader and painter Alfred Diston, the 
naturalist Sabin Berthelot and the French gardener Michel Dugour.

The Canary Islands were a fascinating botanical region because of  the high number of  indigenous plants. Carl Lin-
naeus had documented 40 endemic Canarian species and there existed a remarkable series of  botanical paintings (known as 
botanical iconography) made by Leonard Plukenet (1641-1706) and Charles-Louis L’Héritier (1746-1800). Typical Canarian 
specimens were now being grown in European gardens, including the famous drago tree, whose ‘blood’ (in fact, a red-coloured 
resin) was the subject of  trade and believed to have healing properties. The rising interest in ‘exotic’ flora saw places as re-

nowned as London’s Kew Gardens and France’s Jardin du Roi send specialist plant gatherers to locations in South Africa, the West Indies, the Azores, Madeira and the 
Canary Islands. Francis Masson (1741-1805), Scottish plant supplier for the famous botanists William Aiton and Joseph Banks, was one of  many such specialists who came 
to Tenerife for this purpose.

The first systematic study of  flora that was conducted in the Canary Islands was the result of  work undertaken by the French consul and naturalist Auguste 
Broussonet (1761-1807), who collected and classified a significant number of  plants during his stay in Tenerife between 1800 and 1803. He communicated his findings to 
botanists like Joseph Banks and René Desfontaines, as well as to the travelling naturalist Bory de Saint-Vincent (1778-1846), who would use them in his Essais sur les Isles 
Fortunées et l’antique Atlantide. Broussonet planned to publish a number of  works that would bring together the fruits of  his learned experience after years of  work in Tene-
rife –including the announced publication of  Florilegium canariense- but his studies remained unedited and the manuscripts, used for some years after by other authors, have 
sadly now been given up for lost.

The beginnings of botanical studies in the Canaries



I n 1796, Captain Nicolas Baudin, a controversial figure in the French Navy, set off  on an expedition to the West 
Indies to recover a natural history collection that he had left behind a year earlier on the island of  Trinidad and, 

taking advantage of  the journey, collected samples of  plants and animals in the Orinoco estuary and Venezuela. Such was the 
success of  this scientific campaign that a new building had to be built in the Natural History Museum to house the extensive 
number of  specimens that were brought back.

On the outward leg of  the expedition a violent storm in October 1796 between Madeira and the Azores compelled 
Baudin’s schooner La Belle Angélique to put in at Tenerife. The damage to the vessel was so serious that the crew were obliged 
to stay on the island for more than four months. This enforced stay, however, meant that the expedition members were able 
to establish good relationships with the island inhabitants and to conduct an in-depth study of  the diversity of  nature on the 
islands. Details of  the stay were well documented in the diary and letters of  Baudin and the account written by André-Pierre 
Ledru, which describes the general characteristics of  the Archipelago, and in particular Tenerife. Some brief  essays have also 
survived written on mineralogy and zoology. A collection of  60 specimens of  birds and a dried plant collection of  some 50 
Canarian species are preserved in various French museums.

In 1800 Napoleon Bonaparte entrusted Captain Baudin with a new project of  the Académie des Sciences, for which human and material resources were provided in 
abundance, to explore the Australian coasts and their surrounding areas. More than twenty specialist scientists were among the crew. Despite a series of  setbacks, which 
involved separation of  the ships, desertions, diseases and the death of  more than half  the original crew, including Baudin, the expedition completed its mission in March 
1804 with considerable scientific success.

The first reprovisioning stop made by the two vessels that comprised this campaign took place in Tenerife between the 5th and 12th of  November. The naturalists 
on board prepared their instruments and explored the island, collecting plants and performing observations and experiments. Their work has been preserved in a series 
of  documents of  varying authorship, character and significance, which comprise the richest and most wide-ranging description of  the Archipelago obtained from just 
one expedition. Special mention should be given to the books of  Bory de Saint-Vincent, Jacques Milbert and François Péron, as well as to the drawings of  Nicolas Petit, 
Charles Lesueur and Pierre Milius.

Captain Baudin and his visits to the Canary Islands



O ne of  the most famous European scientists who was to leave a written account of  his time in the Canary Islands 
was Alexander von Humboldt (1769-1859), who spent a total of  six days on Tenerife in June of  1799. Together 

with his French colleague the naturalist Aimé Bonpland (1773-1858), Humboldt was about to set off  on a major expedition to 
Central and South America which would last five years and give rise to the 36 volumes of  his mammoth work Voyage aux régions 
équinoxiales du Nouveau Continent (1814-1825). In Relation historique, the narrative of  his travels, he dedicated several tens of  pages 
to his brief  but interesting stay in the Canaries.

Amongst his observations on the vegetation of  the Archipelago can be found the seeds of  what would be his Essai 
sur la géographie des plantes… (1805), in which he studied the distribution of  plant species in terms of  altitude and latitude and 
corresponding physical factors, principally meteorological and climatic. In this inaugural work on plant geography, otherwise 
known as phytogeography or geobotany, this learned German made a classification –rectified by later authors– of  the vegeta-
tion belts on the island of  Tenerife: namely zones of  vine, laurel, pine, broom and grasses.

A few pages of  Humboldt’s work were used to comment on the conquest of  the Canary Islands and their pre-His-
panic inhabitants. There was also a geological description of  Las Cañadas and Teide, and he provided an up-to-date historical 

review of  the attempts to measure the height of  Tenerife’s peak. He climbed up Teide on the path “which was taken by father Feuillée, Borda, La Billardiere, Barrow, 
and all late travellers, who have made but a short stay at Teneriffe”, the same path indeed which numerous other eminent visitors would subsequently take.

The research undertaken by Humboldt entailed a total reassessment of  the scientific knowledge that was held about the Archipelago at the time. He took it upon 
himself  to urge many of  his European colleagues to visit the islands for nature study purposes. Many would do so, including the Frenchman Louis Cordier in 1803 and the 
German Leopold von Buch in 1815, both distinguished geologists. In January 1832, however, a certain Charles Darwin had to content himself  with views of  Teide from 
the Beagle as he was unable to leave the vessel because of  a quarantine order. Despite this, there are several references to the Canary Islands in his travelogue.

Baron Humboldt



T he first great expedition of  the Russian Imperial Navy was a voyage of  circumnavigation undertaken between 
1803 and 1806 in the ships Esperanza and Neva. The commander was Adam Johann von Krusenstern and 

his mission to reach the coasts of  Alaska. On board the ships, which made a stopover in Tenerife between the 18th and 27th 
of  October 1803, were a number of  scientists including the astronomer Johann Kaspar Horner and the naturalists Wilhelm 
Gottlieb von Tilesius and Georg Heinrich von Langsdorff. The second circumnavigation by the Russian Navy was financed 
by Count Nikolai Romanzoff  and captained by Otto von Kotzebue. Between 1815 and 1818 he headed the Rurik towards the 
northernmost parts of  the Pacific Ocean in search of  the Northwest Passage to the Arctic, though his efforts failed due to 
adverse weather conditions. The ship called in at Tenerife in October 1815. On board were the naturalists Morten Wormskjold, 
Johann F. von Eschscholtz and Adalbert von Chamisso, who would give an account of  this expedition in his book Voyage autour 
du monde. Visual depictions of  the most outstanding places that had been visited were provided by the painter Louis Choris in 
two albums of  illustrations, while Captain Kotzebue described the expedition in A Voyage of  Discovery into the South Sea and 
Beering’s Straits.

The most successful of  the great official French expeditions was that of  Louis Freycinet, commander of  the corvettes 
L’Uranie and La Physicienne, whose mission was to conduct research on earth’s magnetism and meteorology in the South Pa-
cific as well as to gather material for the natural history museums. Jacques Arago was the official expedition artist and together with 25 lithographed plates published his 
personal account of  the expedition in which he speaks about the vessels’ stay in Tenerife in 1817. Louis-Isidore Duperrey, a crew member on L’Uranie, would later return 
to the island on a scientific expedition in 1823 as captain of  La Coquille, though he was unable to disembark. Also on this corvette was Jules Dumont d’Urville, naval of-
ficer and naturalist who, in 1826, would pay another visit as commander of  the Astrolabe, whose mission was to explore Australia and search for any signs of  shipwreck of  
the expedition of  La Pérouse. 

That same year another expedition would call into port at Tenerife. This voyage, organised by the Paris Natural History Museum, was under the command of  
Alcide Dessalines d’Orbigny and its objective was to complete the work of  Humboldt in the American continent. D’Orbigny provided an extensive narration of  the expe-
dition in his Voyage dans l’Amerique Méridionale. On another voyage of  circumnavigation in 1837 La Vénus and L’Artémise, frigates of  the French military navy, anchored in 
Santa Cruz harbour under the respective commands of  Abel du Petit-Thouars and Cyril Laplace. 

Scientific expeditions to the Canary Islands  
in the first half of the XIX century



P ublication of  Humboldt’s studies on the Canary Islands at the beginning of  the XIX century provided moti-
vation for the organisation of  a number of  private scientific expeditions to the Canaries. One of  the first of  

these was undertaken by the German geologist and geographer Leopold von Buch (1774-1853) and the Norwegian doctor and 
botanist Christen Smith (1785-1816). They set sail from Portsmouth in April 1815 and after two weeks in Madeira anchored 
in Orotava Port (today known as Puerto de la Cruz), where they spent five weeks exploring the north of  the island. They then 
made a number of  extensive excursions to the rest of  Tenerife and to Gran Canaria, La Palma and Lanzarote, from where they 
returned to England towards the end of  October. Their admiration of  Canarian botanical treasures did not stop them from 
remarking on the deterioration of  the Laurisilva forests in areas such as the hills of  La Orotava or Los Tiles de Moya, as well 
as of  thermophilic woods and groves of  juniper, dragon, lentiscus or palm.

As a geologist von Buch initially stood by the geological theory of  Neptunism as espoused by his teacher A. G. 
Werner, though he gradually moved towards Plutonistic theories of  the elevation of  rocks to form land. His book Physicalische 
Beschreibung der Canarischen Inseln (1825) provided a physical description of  the Canary Islands and is regarded as the first major 
work on the geology of  the Archipelago. The books contains a detailed morphological description of  each of  the four islands 
visited, with special attention given to phenomena of  a volcanic nature as he defended the theory of  ‘elevation craters’ to 

explain the formation of  Las Cañadas del Teide and La Caldera de Taburiente in La Palma. Indeed, we owe to von Buch the introduction of  ‘caldera’ as a geological term 
(from a Spanish word meaning cauldron).

Meanwhile, Christen Smith gathered together a collection of  some 600 Canarian plants, amongst which he considered 48 to be new to science. He studied the 
geographical distribution of  vegetation and proposed certain changes to the zonal layout as published by Humboldt. He provided descriptions of  some indigenous species, 
such as the Pinus canariensis which he named, and collected a number of  seeds for the Botanic Gardens in Christiania, present-day Oslo. On his return to London he was 
persuaded by Joseph Banks to take part in an expedition to Cabo Verde and the Congo, instigated by the Royal Society. His premature death in the Congo River, the year 
following his visit to the Canary Islands, meant that his work on Canarian botany was never published, though his diaries written during the voyage were posthumously 
edited. A member of  the Crassulaceae family Æonium smithii which was discovered on Teide in 1818 was named after him in his honour by Webb and Berthelot.

The scientific voyage of  
Leopold von Buch and Christen Smith



The encyclopaedic work of Webb and Berthelot

T he most important work in the scientific history of  the Archipelago is entitled L’Histoire Naturelle des Isles 
Canaries. Its authors and editors were two eminent naturalists: the Frenchman Sabin Berthelot (1794-1880), 

member of  the Parisian Société de Geógraphie and the Englishman Philip Barker Webb (1793-1854), member of  the Royal Society. 
Berthelot arrived in Tenerife in 1820 and lived for ten years in Santa Cruz, La Laguna and La Orotava. He met Barker Webb 
in 1828 and together they travelled extensively throughout the islands until 1830, collecting much of  the material they would 
subsequently use when writing their Natural History. Unfortunately, because of  transport problems they were unable to visit 
either La Gomera or El Hierro. Almost twenty years of  close collaboration between the two were required to write up their 
encyclopaedia, with important contributions from distinguished zoologists and botanists of  the time including Gaspard Brullé, 
Alcides d’Orbigny, Achille Valenciennes, Alphonse de Candolle, Alfred Moquin-Tandon and Joseph Dalton Hooker, as well 
as from renowned artists and engravers. The work was published between 1835 and 1850, firstly in a series of  instalments and 
finally in ten volumes, including a large format atlas.

Sabin Berthelot, the main author, was responsible for sections on ethnography, the history of  the conquest of  the is-
lands and their indigenous inhabitants (commonly known as the Guanches), physical geography (with high quality maps), statis-
tics (a kind of  applied economics) and botanical geography. His contributions were also significant in the sections on geology 
and zoology. The Miscellanées Canariennes, included in the work, narrated the field trips undertaken during his first stay, between 1820 and 1830, and described the uses and 
customs of  the islanders. When Berthelot returned to Tenerife in 1847 as the French Consul he was able to continue his studies and research on the Archipelago, including 
work on cultivation of  the cochineal beetle (which was crushed and used to make a red dye) and on fishing practices both along the Canarian coasts and in the Saharan 
fishing banks. He was an active participant in the cultural and political life of  the island until his death in 1880.

Philip Barker Webb was one of  the great botanists of  his age and had conducted research on Spanish and Portuguese flora, including Madeira, before he travelled to the Canary 
Islands. Subsequent trips to study and collect more plant material would be made to France, Ireland and Italy. With the help of  other specialists he was responsible for preparing most 
of  Phytographia Canariensis, a milestone for botanical studies in Europe which continues to be an essential work on Canarian vegetation. He also contributed to the volumes on geology 
and zoology. His herbarium, including the section devoted to the Canaries, is kept in the Museo di Storia Naturale in Florence.



A fter the pioneering work during the first half  of  the XIX century of  such renowned figures as Alexander 
von Humboldt or Louis Cordier, who visited Tenerife in 1803 and whose journal of  his ascents of  Teide 

remained unpublished, or of  Leopold von Buch and Charles Sainte-Claire Deville, who narrated his travels and studies in Ten-
erife in two manuscripts of  1846 and 1847, the wealth of  research potential for the fields of  volcanology and geology in the 
Archipelago continued to attract the attention of  numerous European geologists.

The most important of  these was the Scotsman Sir Charles Lyell (1797-1875), disciple of  Hutton and one of  the 
founders of  modern geology. Lyell popularised the theory of  uniformitarianism, defending Hutton’s idea that the earth was 
shaped entirely by slow-moving forces still in operation today and acting over a very long period of  time. He visited Madeira 
and the Canaries in 1854, exploring and describing the geomorphological structure of  Tenerife, Gran Canaria and La Palma 
during a seven week stay. His studies of  Las Cañadas del Teide, La Caldera de Tejeda and La Caldera de Taburiente in La Palma 
led him to refute the theory of  elevation craters propounded by Leopold von Buch, as well as the existence of  Atlantis. Though 
he never wrote a planned monograph on the Archipelago, he incorporated his Canarian research in his influential works Ele-
ments of  Geology and Principles of  Geology.

The German geologist Georg Hartung (1821-1891) had already visited the three eastern Canary Islands when he met Lyell in Madeira and accompanied him 
during his expedition to the Archipelago. Hartung returned in May and June of  1855 with the mineralogist James Tennant, conducting geological studies on the islands 
of  Fuerteventura and Lanzarote which were published in 1857 under the title Die Geologischen Verhältnisse der Inseln Lanzarote und Fuerteventura. The German geologist and 
palaeontologist Karl von Fritsch (1838-1906) first came to the Archipelago in 1862 –later returning in 1872 and 1876– when he travelled extensively throughout the seven 
islands for a year. His studies, which included meticulous geographical and geological descriptions as well as information on botany and the customs of  the islands, were 
embodied in his Reisebilder von den Canarischen Inseln. In collaboration with von Fritsch, another German geologist Wilhelm Reiss (1838-1908) published in 1868 Geologische 
Beschreibung der Insel Tenerife, a study involving the fields of  topography, petrology and mineralogy which included contributions about the origin of  the caldera of  Las 
Cañadas del Teide and the formation of  the valleys of  Güímar and La Orotava. Together with Hartung and von Fritsch, he would also edit the atlas Tenerife, geologisch und 
topographisch dargestellt.

Geological studies  
in the second half of the XIX century



P ublication of  Webb and Berthelot’s Histoire naturelle des Îles Canaries between 1835 and 1850 had wide repercus-
sions in European scientific circles and was a source of  motivation for naturalists from a number of  countries 

to travel to the Canary Islands. Notable contributions to the fields of  botany and ornithology were made by the German Carl 
Bolle (1821-1909), who came to the Canaries on several occasions between 1851 and 1856, visiting all the islands. Though his 
travel journal was never published, he left a record of  his work in 19 papers on botany, 9 on ornithology and 4 on cultural aspects, 
published over a 50 year period (1853-1893). Another important figure was the Swiss lawyer and naturalist Hermann Christ (1833-
1933), who visited the islands in 1885-86 and was responsible for the description of  a large number of  indigenous species.

Other studies on Canarian flora would be carried out by the eminent British naturalist and traveller Sir Joseph Dalton 
Hooker (1817-1911), who visited the islands in 1839 on board HMS Erebus as a member of  the Antarctic expedition led by James 
Clark Ross. In 1865 Hooker succeeded his father as director of  Kew Gardens, a position he would hold for 20 years. At the start 
of  the XX century a book was compiled by the French botanist Charles-Joseph Pitard (1873-1928) entitled Les Îles Canaries. Flore 
de l’Archipel comprising a meticulous inventory of  Canarian flora of  the time, with the cataloguing of  1,325 species, including 67 
new ones.

Many of  the zoologists who visited the Canaries for research purposes would concentrate their work on terrestrial and marine arthropods, while ornithological 
studies were less prevalent. The British entomologist and malacologist Thomas Vernon Wollaston (1822-1878) visited the Canary Islands in 1858-59 and published several 
papers on insects and sea shells from the Canaries and other Macaronesian archipelagos. The Natural History Museum of  Vienna expanded its collections of  crustacea 
with an inventory of  41 species undertaken by Camil Keller (1823-1917) in 1863, as well as with the results of  research conducted by Karl Koelbel (1834-1896) in 1892. 
The German zoologist and philosopher Ernst Haeckel (1834-1919), who introduced his country to Darwinism and is regarded by many as the father of  ecology, made a 
scientific voyage to Tenerife and Lanzarote in 1866, the results of  which were published in two works Eine zoologische Excursion nach den Canarischen Inseln (1867) and Eine 
Besteigung des Pik von Teneriffa (1870).

The famous British circumnavigation by the Challenger, which took place between 1872 and 1876 under the scientific supervision of  the Scottish naturalist Charles 
Wyville Thomson (1830-1882), laid the foundation of  the science of  oceanography. The goal of  the expedition, which called in at the Canary Islands in February of  1873, 
was to conduct research on deep seas, plankton, sea currents and water temperature and salinity.

Botany and zoology  
in the second half of the XIX century



D uring the summer of  1856 the Scottish astronomer Charles Piazzi Smyth (1819-1900), assisted by the Admi-
ralty who allowed him use of  the yacht Titania to sail to Tenerife, undertook the first scientific expedition to 

the Canary Islands for specifically astronomical purposes. The voyage, which also served as his honeymoon, would see him 
spend two months in Las Cañadas del Teide and another two in Puerto de La Orotava (present-day Puerto de la Cruz). He 
made observations with a fine 74 inch (1.88 m) equatorial telescope at different altitude levels to verify the influence of  the 
climatic conditions. From Mount Guajara (2,717 m) and Altavista (3,250 m) Smyth was able to confirm the striking clarity of  
the sky which allowed sharp and stable images of  the stars. He took measurements of  the Moon, ultraviolet solar radiation and 
zodiacal light, performed a multitude of  meteorological studies and, in addition, discovered the phenomenon of  temperature 
(or ‘thermal’) inversion caused by the trade winds and the anticyclone of  the Azores. The newspaper reports which followed 
his campaign, the report he presented to the Royal Society and his book Teneriffe: An Astronomer’s Experiment or Specialities of  a 
Residence above the Clouds (1858) all helped to strengthen the reputation of  the island as a scientific destination in astronomical 
circles.

From 1880 onwards numerous scientists would make their way to Tenerife to carry out astronomical and meteoro-
logical observations. These included the Swede H. Ohrwall in 1884, the Englishman Ralph Abercromby in 1887, the Austrian 

Oskar Simony in 1888, the Swede Knut Angstrom in 1895, the North American Daniel Webster Edgecomb in 1890 and the Germans Hugo Hergesell in 1904 and Robert 
Wenger in 1908.

Las Cañadas once again became a scientific laboratory in the spring of  1910 when medical experiments, instigated by the International Association against Tuberculo-
sis, were conducted by a team of  scientists under the supervision of  the German physiologist Gotthold Pannwitz. Since Halley’s Comet was about to make an appearance a 
number of  astronomers, including the Frenchman Jean Mascart from the Paris Observatory and the Germans Gustav Müller and Eric Kron, joined in on the enterprise 
with the additional objective of  confirming the advantages of  “mountain astronomy”. Mascart sent a number of  reports about the expedition to Le Figaro and in 1911 
published “Impressions et observations dans un voyage à Tenerife”, which contained more than 200 photographs. Once the expedition was over he entered into diplomatic nego-
tiations with Spain, France and Germany with the aim of  setting up a permanent astronomical observatory on Teide, but the outbreak of  World War I put an end to 
his plans.

Observing the Canarian skies



T he origin of  the concept of  the Canary Islands as a tourist destination dates back to the second half  of  the XIX 
century and is directly associated with the work of  doctors and scientists who came to the Islands to study the 

benefits of  the climate, the atmospheric conditions and the particular characteristics of  mountain environments in the treat-
ment of  respiratory diseases, especially tuberculosis and asthma. It was they who first began to extol these lands not only as a 
place for cure and rest, but also as an exceptional location for a relaxing life of  leisure, pleasure and excursions.

Endorsed by scientific studies, more and more travellers –healthy, sick and convalescents– would turn to the Archi-
pelago attracted by a stable, mild and therapeutic climate, as well as by the excellence of  its waters and thermal springs such 
as those of  Santa Catalina and Los Berrazales in Gran Canaria or La Fuente Santa (the Holy Spring) in La Palma. They would 
stay at the first major establishments of  the tourist sector, Hotel Taoro and Hotel Martiánez in Puerto de La Orotava, Hotel 
Quisisana in Santa Cruz de Tenerife, in Las Palmas de Gran Canaria at Hotel Quiney and Hotel Santa Catalina, and Hotel Santa 
Brígida, near the extinct volcanic crater of  Bandama. The arrival of  such visitors would lead in turn to the appearance and 
development of  the different services related to tourism.

These first tourists are well-to-do and cultured people –journalists, politicians, scientists, artists– who would leave a 
record of  their time on the Islands in written and graphic form through books and newspaper articles published in their countries of  origin. As well as recommending the 
Canaries as a winter residence, they described its natural scenery, its inhabitants and the living conditions in cities and villages, in other words the wonders and the misfor-
tunes of  the Islands at a time when they were overcoming colonial abandonment and backwardness to fully integrate themselves into the Spanish nation.

These texts can be found in three major groups:

Works of  a scientific-medical nature related to health and climatotheraphy, such as those of  James Clark, William Wilde, William Marcet, Gabriel de Belcastel, • 
Ernest A. Hart, E. Paget Thurstan, John Cleasby Taylor or George W. Strettell; 

Travel books with detailed descriptions of  the landscape and customs of  the Islands, the most notable of  which were written by Elisabeth Murray, John Whit-• 
ford, Olivia M. Stone, Charles Edwardes, Isaac Latimer, Frances Latimer, Margaret D’Este, Florence du Cane and Harold Lee;

The first tourist guides, such as those by J.H.T. Ellerbeck and Alfred Samler Brown, of  which various editions were printed.• 

Science, health and tourism



T he pioneer in anthropological studies in the Canary Islands was the multi-faceted naturalist from Marseille Sabin 
Berthelot (1794-1880). He laid the foundations of  Canarian anthropology in his L’Ethnographie et les Annales de 

la conquête des Îles Canaries (1842), addressing the question of  the religion and customs of  the pre-Hispanic inhabitants on each 
of  the islands (commonly known as Guanches), as well as their dialects and physical features. This work was to be completed 
in the Antiquités Canariennes (1879), in which he studied possible connections between the different peoples of  the Iberian pe-
ninsula and North Africa with the indigenous Canarian population by comparing their physical features and cultural traditions. 
He analyzed the language they spoke and the petroglyphs they carved, speculating on the relation between human species and 
races as well as on a possible relationship between the indigenous Canarians with American Indian peoples.

However, Canarian anthropology did not awaken the interest of  the European scientific community until 1871 when 
Paul Broca (1824-1880), eminent surgeon, expert in anatomy and founder in 1859 of  the Paris Société d’Anthropologie, pointed 
out the typological similarities between the Guanches and Cro-Magnon man (first discovered by Louis Lartet in 1868 at a rock-
shelter in the Dordogne region in southern France and characterised by a long skull with high brain capacity and prominent 
chin). In 1876 René Verneau, follower of  Broca, went to the Archipelago to undertake a scientific mission that was to last two 
years. With the help of  local researchers he compiled a significant amount of  data concerning the Guanches, measuring mum-

mies and preserved remains, as well as collecting material that he sent to the Natural History Museum in Paris.

Verneau would return to the Islands on five further occasions, forging a solid relationship with the Museo Canario, founded in 1880 in Las Palmas de Gran Canaria 
by Gregorio Chil y Naranjo (1831-1901) who had studied medicine in La Sorbonne and was on good terms with Paul Broca himself  and the anthropologist Jean-Louis 
Quatrefages. Using the large collection of  aboriginal remains at the Museo Canario, Verneau made meticulous classifications of  the racial types present in the Archipelago 
before its conquest. In addition to various reports and numerous papers published about the indigenous inhabitants and other questions related to the Islands, his most 
well-known work is Cinq années de séjour aux Îles Canaries, the result of  his second visit (1884-1888). His main objective was to make known the special features of  each island 
and to bring to the attention of  the French government the potential benefits obtainable from tourism and trade with the Archipelago.

French anthropologists in the Canary Islands



I n 1913 and on the initiative of  the Prussian Academy of  Sciences in Berlin, an Anthropoid Station was set up 
in what was popularly called by the locals “La Casa Amarilla” (The Yellow House) in the district of  La Paz in 

Puerto de la Cruz, Tenerife. The driving force behind this, the first primate research centre in the world, was Max Rothmann 
(1868-1915), a neurophysiologist at Berlin University who had the backing and support of  other colleagues and German scien-
tific institutions. The idea was to create a laboratory in which to conduct research on primate psychology, ethology and cerebral 
physiology for the purpose of  studying the evolutionary relationship between primates and man.

One of  the advantages that the Canarian Archipelago could offer over other possible sites for a research centre of  
these characteristics was its climate, sufficiently similar to the natural habitat of  the apes to be able to guarantee their health. 
Of  equal importance was its geographical location and infrastructures, since chimpanzees and gorillas could easily be brought 
from Cameroon (at the time a German colony), whilst Asian orangutans could be shipped via Suez and Tangiers. Researchers 
were also able to reach the Canaries from Europe in a few short days and would find on their arrival decidedly pleasant living 
conditions for long stay durations.

The research centre had an extensive garden and orchards where large cages were installed. Its first director was Eugen 
Teuber (1889-1958) who, with the help of  Rose his wife and Manuel his local assistant, made a series of  observations on chimpanzee behaviour using the technology of  
the time: a chronometer, a gramophone, a camera, a cinematograph and a phonograph.

At the beginning of  1914 Wolfgang Köhler (1887-1967), one of  the founders of  the Gestalt school of  psychology, took over running the Anthropoid Station. 
World War I disrupted all the plans of  the centre, obliging the German psychologist to stay as director for six years and impeding the arrival in Tenerife of  other research-
ers, such as the American Robert Yerkes, who in 1930 would create the first permanent centre for primate research. The Station closed its doors for the last time in 1920, 
while the experiments that Köhler and his wife Eva performed in Tenerife on chimpanzee perception and intelligence would be recounted in various academic papers and 
in his famous book The Mentality of  the Apes (1925), a milestone in animal psychology studies. He also filmed some of  the tests he carried out on the apes, leaving behind 
a visual record of  his work.

Simian intelligence: 
Experiments in the Yellow House



T he execution of  scientific campaigns generated an enormous amount of  documentation including logbooks, 
official and private correspondence, studies, papers for publication, reports and travel narratives in general. 

Such written records comprise an invaluable account of  the objectives and the achievements of  these voyages and of  the 
conditions in which they were undertaken. They were mostly compiled by the captains and scientists, though on occasions 
other crew members, an officer, draftsman, gardener or a lowly sailor himself  would also decide to narrate his experiences for 
posterity’s sake. 

The commanding officer of  the ship was obliged to record each day the direction and force of  the wind, the latitude, 
longitude, temperature and the state of  the sea and sky, as well as any unforeseen event that might have occurred during the 
voyage. During the second half  of  the XVIII century some European governments, realizing the convenience of  unifying the 
recording of  such data so that they could be more easily consulted by others, decided to generalize the use of  books whose 
pages were divided into columns. These documents were sent for approval to the corresponding authorities, such as Naval or 
Science Academies, or to the Admiralty who would be responsible for their subsequent publication. This enabled the informa-
tion that had been gathered to be used much more quickly by the scientific community.

Thus, these navigation or log books fulfilled a double purpose. Firstly, they allowed detailed monitoring of  everything of  relevance that happened on board a 
ship during its voyage and, secondly, they constituted a valuable source of  information that provided substantial data on questions not only of  cartography, geography or 
navigation, but also on matters concerning natural resources, trading possibilities or the uses and customs of  other peoples. 

In general, the notes that were taken over the course of  a campaign would undergo a rewriting process that affected their formal aspect, with the contents often 
being enriched or complemented at some later moment. The abbreviations, crossing outs, corrections or commentaries added to a text need to be made intelligible for the 
future reader without losing the characteristic features of  a log book. The metamorphosis that the document underwent usually entailed the inclusion of  explanatory notes 
and appendices, the clarification of  specialist or exotic terminology and, in general, the transformation of  a mere collection of  data into a narrative text.

Travelling and travel-writing



F rom around the end of  the XVIII century the descriptions found in the chronicles of  the explorers who visit 
the Islands become discernibly more intimate and personal. Though never undermining the ultimate goal of  

scientific objectivity and practicality, the experiences of  the voyage itself  –from its preparation to its culmination– and the 
encounters with new and different realities awaken such a multitude of  emotions that the traveller is neither able nor willing to 
conceal the private and individual “I” behind the narrative. 

In this new form of  expression, which attempts to combine accurate observation and scientific rigour with a subjec-
tive vision of  events, the author typically uses non-scientific language, similes, metaphors and personifications that enliven the 
texts. This task is not always a simple one for the traveller-writer and, recognising the difficulties of  translating into words the 
reactions and sensations felt on contemplating a particular landscape or when experiencing a transitory feeling of  emotion, a 
language is employed that prioritises sensorial perception and one in which the visual simile and the pictorial lexicon dominate. 
This goes some way to explaining the wonderfully illustrative titles that authors gave their travelogues: Pictures of  a Voyage, Por-
trait of  Nature, Picturesque Journey, Illustrations of  a Voyage. Impressions…

Many of  these texts offer us a description of  nature that is alive and exotic, full of  details and tints and hues, making 
them unusual and original. In order to capture the expression of  such uniqueness, the travel-writer often chose moments of  the day when change was about to occur, at 
dawn or dusk, or effects that are characterised by their very fleetingness; lights and shadows, colour and smells, sounds and even silences. Inspiration for the writer who 
visited the Archipelago could be found in many places, in the deep and rugged ravines, the desert landscapes, the lush and mysterious forests, dramatic volcanic badlands, 
craggy peaks, sheer coastal cliffs and, above all, Mount Teide, majestically floating on a sea of  clouds. The events during the journey and exploration would convert the 
scientist into a writer who was concerned not merely about narrating what had happened or what had been learnt but also –and this was a new aspect– about how exactly 
that very personal experience could best be transmitted. This was to endow these texts with an indisputable aesthetic value.

The literary side of scientific travellers



It was a magnificent night, cloudless and with barely a whisper of  wind. The deep blackness of  the sky was punctuated by a twinkling starlight so alive that it enabled us to vaguely 
perceive the filmy darkness that concealed everything that surrounded our feet. Each time I stood to observe the thermometer I could not but help catch my breath at the unique beauty of  
such a place. Calmly seated on high on this pile of  smoking ruins, isolated in the ocean, a solitary watchman in the midst of  Nature’s silence, I devotedly admired the majesty of  its sleep 
and waited patiently for the moment when I would be able to satisfy the curiosity that had brought me from so far away to one of  the oldest volcanoes on earth.

Louis Cordier, 1803.

To perceive Nature as a whole, to confirm the common action of  all its forces, to feel again the pleasure that contemplation of  the tropical regions is capable of  inducing in sensitive 
men: these are the ends that I aspire to. Each of  these paintings should comprise a collection in itself, and in each of  them a uniform tendency be expressed.

Alexander von Humboldt, 1808.

One would have to be a keen and enthusiastic naturalist to have an accurate idea of  what I was feeling. What my eyes were waiting to see, desirous of  novelty as they were, my 
excited imagination was painting for me in the shape of  a thousand illusions. […] I hardly dared articulate a sound for fear of  disturbing the desert’s savage silence, interrupted almost 
imperceptibly only by the whistle of  the shepherds and its repeating echo getting fainter and fainter. […] Soon the sounds were lost for ever in the emptiness of  the air. It was then I realised 
night had fallen and I was totally alone high on a mountainside.

Alcides D’Orbigny, 1835.

What words could there possibly be in a language of  the north to express the delightful emotions that are felt when a man catches a glimpse of  a banana plantation through the 
open door of  a Moorish style mansion?

Charles Piazzi Smyth, 1858.

From its threshold, the view spans the whole of  Orotava valley, the most beautiful valley on earth! To the left, Teide in all its majesty, the dazzling beauty of  its snowy peak 
transforming the skies. Rivers of  sharpened lava, impetuously thrown down so long ago, flow from the crater and in Las Cañadas harden into fantastical shapes. On the steep slopes in the 
distance dense laurel forests climb in staggered ascent and, at the foot of  the giant, the banana trees and proud crowns of  hundred year old palm trees sway to the breeze. […] At last, to 
the right, the blue-tinted veil of  a sea that by means of  some invisible and mysterious stitching seems to be one with the infinite indigo of  the heavens.

Joseph Pitard, 1906.

There is no need for exaggeration in these descriptions for one realises that the view of  Teide is indeed beautiful and that its beauty is sublime! […] When the Peak can be discerned 
amongst the reflected reds of  the setting sun, interrupted in its descent by the white of  a curtain of  clouds, a child-like amazement invades us as we contemplate from afar that triangle of  
fire as it rises to its zenith. And, at daybreak, admiration overpowers our minds again as we see a snow-splattered cone of  shining silver under Aurora’s inclining rays.

Jean Mascart, 1911.
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