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GETTY RESEARCH INSTITUTE PRESENTS  

 

CONNECTING SEAS: A VISUAL HISTORY OF DISCOVERIES AND ENCOUNTERS 
 

 
 
 
 

Connecting Seas is the First Exhibition in the Getty Research Institute’s  
Newly Expanded Exhibition Gallery   

 
December 7, 2013–April 13, 2014 

 

At the Getty Research Institute, Getty Center 

                                
LOS ANGELES—Since antiquity, people have crossed the seas to explore distant shores and 

discover other cultures. The introduction of the printing press made it possible for illustrated 

accounts of travel and exploration to find wide distribution in Europe, and, soon after, other 

continents. Connecting Seas: A Visual History of Discoveries and Encounters, on view 

December 7, 2013–April 13, 2014 at the Getty Research Institute, Getty Center, draws on the 

Getty Research Institute’s extensive special collections to reveal how adventures on other 

continents and discoveries of other cultures were perceived, represented, and transmitted 

during past ages of ocean travel. 
 

Batavia, City, Fortress and Residence of the Governor General of Holland, ca. 1750. 
Johann Baptist Bergmüller (German, 1724–85). Hand-colored engraving.  
The Getty Research Institute, Los Angeles. 
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“This exhibition prompts us to see and consider the long history of cultural encounters, 

an endeavor we are still pursuing today,” said Thomas W. Gaehtgens, director of the Getty 

Research Institute. “The Getty Research Institute’s special collections are rich troves of original 

sources that offer insight into the history of representation spanning five hundred years.”  
 

 

 

 
 

 

Featuring rare books, prints, maps, and navigational instruments—from Renaissance 

prints to Napoleon's monumental folios on Egypt to panoramic images known as vues 

d'optique, photographs and children's games—the exhibition traces the fascinating course of 

scholarly investigation and comprehension of cultures in Asia, South America, and Africa. 

These intriguing original works from the sixteenth- to the twenty-first century, mostly from 

European, but some of Asian and South-American origins, chart diverse narratives of 

discovery, exploration, commerce, and colonization, and illuminate the multiple and various 

levels of encounter at the roots of today’s globalization. The exhibition is organized under 

three themes: “Orienting the World,” “Expeditions and Exploration,” and “Commerce and 

Colonialism” and was collaboratively curated by six GRI curators: Peter Bonfitto, David 

Brafman, Louis Marchesano, Isotta Poggi, Kim Richter and Frances Terpak. 

 

World as a Clover Leaf with Jerusalem at the Center from Heinrich Bünting’s Itinerarium 
Sacrae Scripturae, Magdeburg, 1597. Woodcut. Getty Research Institute, Los Angeles,  
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Most of the rare material featured in Connecting Seas is of European origin, which 

reflects the history of the GRI. In the past, the GRI was primarily dedicated to collecting and 

exploring the Western tradition. Some objects from other parts of the world already signal a 

recent programmatic change. As the GRI continues to broaden its scope of collecting and 

research, this more global approach will become a more visible aspect of exhibitions and 

public programs.  

Connecting Seas draws heavily from the GRI’s special collections, including prints, 

photographs, drawings, rare books and ephemera from the 16th to 20th centuries. It also 

features navigational instruments, a painting on the North Atlantic slave trade and other 

marine objects generously loaned by the Kelton Foundation that directly complement the 

GRI’s collections on display. 

Through deep research in the GRI’s rich holdings of primary sources and historical 

objects and documentation, the exhibition interprets images from the past to see how they 

transferred and represented the encounter of cultures. As Gaehtgens states, “by understanding 

how such encounters were embraced in the past, we can learn to think critically about our 

contemporary experiences and its challenges.” 

“This exhibition invites the viewer to reflect on the complex, long history of 

exploration and exchange,” added Marcia Reed, Chief Curator, Getty Research Institute. “For 

every instance of misunderstanding, prejudice or exploitation there are examples of persistent 

intellectual curiosity, generosity, and empathy.” 

 

Orienting the World 
 

 Mapping the world was the first step in discovering new lands. The first section of the 

exhibition 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.  For example, an Islamic astrolabe from 

Maghreb helped mariners navigate by charting the stars. 

As civilization gradually came to understand the Earth as a globe, discoverers created 

early representations of the continents that combined experience and imagination. A woodcut 

map from Magdeburg in 1597 depicts the world as a clover leaf with Jerusalem at the center, 

and the continents of Europe, Asia and Africa emerging from the center.  
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Expeditions and Exploration 
 

 Early travelogues of Europeans who visited 

Asia and Africa were at times extraordinarily fanciful, 

and hearsay reports generated strange imaginings and 

misunderstandings about other lands and cultures. In 

many cases bizarre legends were passed down over 

centuries, understood as true. A woodcut in Giovanni 

Botero’s early seventeenth-century book, Man from 

the Wilds of Asia, depicts a headless man with a face 

on his chest. The notion that such people had been 

seen in Africa and throughout Asia was centuries old 

at the time and could be traced to al-Qazwini, a 13th 

century scholar of Baghdad.  

 This second section of the exhibition explores 

how early travelers’ tales with such misinformation 

gradually became replaced by more scholarly studies. 

Exploration and collecting were followed by study 

and analysis. Enlightenment values motivated rigorous 

scholarly approaches to distant continents, but they 

also often coincided with imperialist ambitions of 

European rulers. Napoleon invited geographers, archaeologists, and scientists to accompany 

him on 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. Preoccupation with other cultures became the domain of professionals who valued 

firsthand knowledge of distant lands and employed systematic and scientific approaches. 

Among the most remarkable of these was the German explorer and intellectual Alexander von 

Humboldt, who traveled extensively to many parts of Latin America. He returned to Berlin and 

Paris with significant specimens and notes and published his research.  A German lithograph 

dating to the mid-1800s on view in the exhibition depicts Humboldt in his study, surrounded 

by maps, papers and objects from his travels. 

 

 

Man from the Wilds of Asia, from Giovanni Botero, 
Le relationi universali . . . (Venice, 1618), n.p. 
Woodcut. The Getty Research Institute, Los Angeles. 
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Commerce and Colonialism 
 

 The third section of the exhibition examines how exploration, colonization, and 

exploitation characterized the age of modern imperialism, in which European nations 

competed for control over territories in Africa, Asia, and the Americas. International 

exhibitions in European and North American cities displayed the products of faraway lands or 

reproductions. Some children’s games disseminated prejudice—advertisements for the Belgian 

company Chocolat de Beukelaer from the early-twentieth century featured disturbing cartoon 

scenes of colonial encounters in Africa—and world’s fairs even displayed human beings who 

were brought to the European capitals along with (often inaccurate) reconstructions of their 

original dwellings. 

 Despite the rise in scholarly perspectives on exploration and travel during the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries, racial prejudices were often spread by in prints, journals, 

and photographs as trade among the continents increased. 

 

The Getty Research Institute’s Scholar Program 
 

 The exhibition relates closely to the GRI’s 

Scholar Year theme. Every year scholars from around 

the world come to the Getty Research Institute to 

join the highly competitive Scholars Program. This 

year, forty scholars were chosen out of nearly 600 

applicants, the highest total in the program’s 28-year 

history 

The 2013–14 scholar year theme, Connecting 

Seas: Cultural and Artistic Exchange, will focus on 

similar subjects as the exhibition, exploring the art-

historical impact of maritime transport. The scholars 

will be in residence at the Getty Center and the Getty 

Villa through the spring to undertake research 

projects related to the vital role seas and oceans 

played in connecting cultures. 

 

Reproducing the Perfect Buddha from Tibetan 
Pattern Book of Proportions, 18th century. Ink on 
canvas. Getty Research Institute, Los Angeles. 

http://www.getty.edu/research/scholars
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New Exhibition Spaces 
 

Connecting Seas will be the first exhibition in the Getty Research Institute’s newly 

expanded galleries. As part of its ongoing commitment to present engaging exhibitions to the 

public, the Getty Research Institute has added an additional 2,000 square feet of gallery 

space. The additional gallery space will bring the total exhibition area to 2,800 square feet, 

divided between two galleries. This expansion will allow the Research Institute to mount  

innovative and significant exhibitions drawing principally from the GRI’s Special Collections 

and responding to advanced research initiatives in art history. 
 

 

# # # 
 

The J. Paul Getty Trust is an international cultural and philanthropic institution devoted to the visual 
arts that includes the J. Paul Getty Museum, the Getty Research Institute, the Getty Conservation 
Institute, and the Getty Foundation. The J. Paul Getty Trust and Getty programs serve a varied audience 
from two locations:  the Getty Center in Los Angeles and the Getty Villa in Malibu. 

 
The Getty Research Institute is an operating program of the J. Paul Getty Trust. It serves education in 
the broadest sense by increasing knowledge and understanding about art and its history through 
advanced research. The Research Institute provides intellectual leadership through its research, 
exhibition, and publication programs and provides service to a wide range of scholars worldwide 
through residencies, fellowships, online resources, and a Research Library. The Research Library—
housed in the 201,000-square-foot Research Institute building designed by Richard Meier—is one of the 
largest art and architecture libraries in the world. The general library collections (secondary sources) 
include almost 900,000 volumes of books, periodicals, and auction catalogues encompassing the history 
of Western art and related fields in the humanities. The Research Library's special collections include 
rare books, artists' journals, sketchbooks, architectural drawings and models, photographs, and archival 
materials. 
 
Visiting the Getty Center 
The Getty Center is open Tuesday through Friday and Sunday from 10 a.m. to 5:30 p.m., and Saturday 
from 10 a.m. to 9 p.m. It is closed Monday and major holidays. Admission to the Getty Center is always 
free. Parking is $15 per car, but reduced to $10 after 5 p.m. on Saturdays and for evening events 
throughout the week. No reservation is required for parking or general admission. Reservations are 
required for event seating and groups of 15 or more. Please call (310) 440-7300 (English or Spanish) for 
reservations and information. The TTY line for callers who are deaf or hearing impaired is (310) 440-
7305. The Getty Center is at 1200 Getty Center Drive, Los Angeles, California. 

Same day parking at both Museum locations (Getty Center and Getty Villa) is available for $15 through 
the Getty's Pay Once, Park Twice program. 
 
Additional information is available at www.getty.edu.  
Sign up for e-Getty at www.getty.edu/subscribe to receive free monthly highlights of events at the 
Getty Center and the Getty Villa via e-mail, or visit www.getty.edu for a complete calendar of public 
programs. 


