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Abstract:  

This paper explores the idea of tourist “cocoons”—carefully managed spaces of illusion—in Tahiti/French Polynesia. I focus on that which Tahiti is best known for, and where 90 percent of its tourists choose to stay: resort hotels with luxury accommodations and a full range of amenities. The concept of heterotopia (a space that combines the imagined and the tangible through the displacement and recombination of juxtaposed elements) is used to make sense of these cocoon-like spaces. Although jumbled and disorderly, a heterotopia works in the same way as magic by deliberately attempting to impose a sense of coherence and truth on an otherwise ambiguous situation. In Tahiti these spaces or “scapes” include “nature” and “natural” landscapes (white-sand beaches, turquoise lagoons, and colorful fish darting through tropical coral), hotel architecture (with its neo-Polynesian structures and overwater bungalows), service-scapes where hotel staff consciously promote a particular image (with island-style clothing, crowns of leaves on their heads, and smiles on their faces), cultural performances (especially dance floorshows), and the language and imagery used to promote these resort hotels (emphasizing the “marriage” of authentic Tahitian customs and familiar Western comforts). Like magic shows, these cocoon-like environments are settings of total control, physically managed to reveal what one imagines. They are highly effective strategies for coping with the disjuncture between the larger reality of Tahiti (with its pesky mosquitoes, ordinary buildings, and everyday Tahitians) and the Tahiti of tourists’ imaginations. These fanciful cocoon-like heterotopias are far from static; they are constantly being spun in never-ending webs to provide the recognizable place markers of “Tahiti” that communicate exactly what tourists expect.
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