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Oceanic Art Shines in 2015
The world of Oceanic art is getting
smaller, and ever more interesting. The
process of globalization, particularly
through the internet, means that
institutions remote in place and culture
from each other – such as the National
Museum and Art Gallery of Papua New
Guinea in Port Moresby, and Sotheby’s
in London, are now discussed on the
same pages, with equal respect. Fine
objects themselves are increasingly
appreciated both by the people of PNG
and by collectors around the world. As
more public collections of Oceanic art
are put online and more exhibitions
of outstanding pieces are held in
prestigious institutions, new admirers
are continually drawn to the intrinsic
beauty and mystery of the art works of
the Pacific region.
In another reflection of globalisation I am
pleased to report that sound progress is
being made in bringing the OAS Journal
online. Mirri Leven, Manager of Cooee
Aboriginal Art in Bondi is tasked with
engaging a web designer to create the
new OAS portal. A full report on these
developments will be published in the
next edition of the OAS Journal.

Two Kanganaman House Posts, Museum
and Art Gallery of Papua New Guinea. See
page 4 for more details.

This issue of the OAS Journal travels
to both Port Moresby and London:
firstly with Crispin Howarth’s overview
of the exciting developments underway
at the NMAGPNG and then to New

York with an insightful and enthusiastic
interview with Sotheby’s Jean Fritts.
We visit Alex Philip’s new gallery in
Melbourne; learn of the long awaited
opening of the Pacific Spirits gallery at
the Australian Museum in Sydney; learn
about some very idiosyncratic bailers
from Hermione Waterfield, and pay
tribute to a fine Papua New Guinean
man, Cletus Simank, who worked with
many Sepik River field collectors from
the 1960’s until his death earlier this
year. Adrian Newstead summarises his
widely acclaimed presentation on the
history of Aboriginal art at the recent
OAS meeting, and Natalie Wilson teases
us with a taste of her forthcoming 13
May presentation, Painter in Paradise:
William Dobell in New Guinea.
We are always interested in receiving
articles and reports concerning
any aspect of Oceanic art, and are
pleased to discuss ideas with potential
contributors. Lastly, arrangements are
being finalised for the OAS Forum at
the National Gallery of Australia, in
Canberra, Friday 7 August, to coincide
with the 6 August opening of the
landmark exhibition, Myth and Magic:
Art of the Sepik River, which promises
to be a grand occasion and the highlight
of the year for the Oceanic Art Society
in 2015. Details next issue.
Jim Elmslie

dates for your diary
Wednesday 13 May – OAS Lecture, Natalie Wilson Curator Australia & Pacific Art, Art Gallery of New South Wales, on the
SH Ervin Gallery exhibition Painter in Paradise: William Dobell in New Guinea. Australian Museum 6.30pm refreshments, 7pm
lecture. Entry $15, OAS & Australian Museum members $10, Students with ID $5.
Saturday 25 July – OAS Tribal Art Fair. ‘The Winter Warmer’… St. Matthias Church Hall, Oxford Street Paddington NSW.
10am - 3pm. Table bookings accepted now, contact OAS Secretary.
Friday 7 August – OAS Forum at the National Gallery of Australia, Canberra to correspond with the opening (6 August) of the
major exhibition: Myth & Magic: Art of the Sepik River, Papua New Guinea. Exhibition runs 7 August - 1 November 2015.
Wednesday 23 September – OAS Lecture, Dr Harry Beran (visiting from the UK). Topic to be advised. Australian Museum 6.30 pm.
Saturday 14 November – OAS End of Year Function, Australian Museum 10 am. Lecture to be advised. Followed by a
Luncheon at Sky Phoenix in Sydney City 1pm.
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next lecture
NEXT LECTURE
Wednesday 13 May, Australian Museum, Sydney.
Natalie Wilson, Curator Australian & Pacific Art, Art Gallery of New South Wales and
SH Ervin Gallery Advisory Committee Member, will be presenting a talk on the exhibition:

Painter in Paradise:
William Dobell in New Guinea
In 1949 renowned Australian
painter, William Dobell, received
an invitation to travel to the
Australian-administered
Territory
of Papua and New Guinea,
a guest of philanthropist and
entrepreneur Edward Hallstrom,
then vice-chairman of the trustees
at Sydney’s Taronga Park Zoo.
Together with a group of journalists,
writers and photographers, Dobell
flew to Hallstrom’s experimental
sheep station at Nondugl, located
in the Wahgi Valley of the island’s
mountainous interior. Overwhelmed
by the landscape and culture of
the indigenous peoples of the
highlands, he had to turn a planned
two week stopover into a sojourn
of two months. During this time
he drew and made watercolours
of everything he experienced and,
more surprisingly, took numerous
photographs in black-and-white
and colour. These include skilfully
composed pictures of daily life at
Hallstrom’s property, the majestic
highlands landscape, and people he
encountered in local communities.
Back in Australia with his notebooks
filled with ideas for new work, he
felt compelled to revisit the island

William Dobell, Night of the pigs, 1970. Oil on
hardboard, 91.2 x 103.2 cm. Art Gallery of New
South Wales, purchased 1971. © Courtesy Sir
William Dobell Art Foundation.

that had captured
his imagination. The
following year, fully
armed with painting
materials and rolls of
film, Dobell returned
to New Guinea as
a guest of Qantas
Empire Airways, this
time spending three
months travelling not
only in the highlands
region, but also
along the Sepik
River,
celebrated
for its monumental
spirit
houses,
ceremonial masks
and ritual figures.
He
also
exper-ienced the post-war
Dobell, The thatchers, 1953. Oil on hardboard, 19.5 x 19.5 cm.
governmental hub of William
National Gallery of Australia, purchased 1976. © Courtesy Sir William Dobell
Port Moresby, as a Art Foundation.
guest of the colonial
administrator
Colonel J K Murray, who in 1945
collection, will also be displayed in
was assigned the task of preparing
the exhibition. Painter in Paradise
the people of the territories – with
will explore a little-known aspect
their diverse cultures and over
of Dobell’s oeuvre, locating these
800 spoken languages – for self
works within the historical context
determination.
of Australia’s experience as
coloniser in the period between
These two trips – five months in total
1945 and Papua New Guinea’s
– were the inspiration for hundreds
independence in 1975.
of works, which Dobell produced
over the following two decades, up
Natalie Wilson
until his death in 1970.
Painter in Paradise: William Dobell
in New Guinea, will feature over 100
drawings, watercolours, gouaches,
paintings and photographs made
by Dobell over a twenty-year period
– from public and private collections
around Australia – many of which
haven’t been seen in over fifty
years. A group of objects from the
highlands of New Guinea, as well
as a magnificent Yuat River wooden
flute stopper formerly in the artist’s

William Dobell, Love song, 1952. Oil on
hardboard, 10.5 x 15.6 cm. Art Gallery of New
South Wales, purchased 1964. © Courtesy Sir
William Dobell Art Foundation.
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lecture review
A History of Aboriginal Art
Lecture by Adrian Newstead, 11 March 2015.
Despite the wet evening, seventy
members and their guests filled
the third floor auditorium of the
Australian Museum in Sydney for
the OAS bi-monthly lecture on the
11th of March. The guest speaker,
Adrian Newstead, quipped that it was
a tall order to deliver the history of
Australian Aboriginal art in an hour,
and he was right. Shooting out of
the blocks, Newstead raced from precontact to the 1980s hardly taking a
breath, illustrating art styles, famous
artists and colourful characters
throughout in a fascinating slide show
accompaniment. An hour into the
talk, with the audience encouraging
him to continue, Newstead charted
the phenomenal rise of Aboriginal
art through the 1980s and into the
current millennium. He covered the
interest in curios by the early settlers;
the first explorers in the field; the
early anthropologists and the first
real collectors. Crediting Baldwin
Spencer as the first great collector
he acknowledged Charles Mountford
and the 1948 Australian American
Scientific Expedition sponsored by
the Smithsonian Institution as the
most important influence on the
development of the Aboriginal art
market. With fewer than 1000 bark

paintings collected in the 1960s and
total sales of $900,000 in 1970 the
market grew to $2.5 million in 1980.
Without the patronage of American
collectors during the 1980s the
burgeoning market may have come to
nothing, yet the Australian collecting
institutions and landmark exhibitions
here and overseas saw the market
increase to $45 million by the early
1990s and past $100 million into the
current millennium. With Sotheby’s
imprimatur secondary market sales
grew rapidly through the 1990s and
by 2005 no less than 6 major auction
houses vied for collectable art and
artefacts. Auction sales reached $28
million by 2007.
With first hand experience and
passion for his subject, Newstead
delivered a rollicking anecdotal
journey imparting enthusiasm and
a love for the people, their culture
and their art. He brought along 20
copies of his book The Dealer is
the Devil, An insider’s history of
the Aboriginal Art Trade and at the
special $40 price for OAS members
they sold out instantly.
The book, distributed by NewSouth
Press has been described by

many industry insiders as the most
definitive ever written on the history
of the Aboriginal art movement
( h t t p s : / / w w w. n e w s o u t h b o o k s .
com.au/books/dealer-devil/. It is
available through all good bookshops
or can be ordered in hard copy or as an
e-book direct from Coo-ee Aboriginal
Art Gallery by logging on to <www.
cooeeart.com.au> and following the
prompts. It is a must read for anyone
interested in the subject.

Quality tribal art urgently needed
SEEKING PACIFIC WAR CLUBS
• Quality Melanesian and Polynesian
• From Australian private collections
• For an enthusiastic overseas buyer
Contact David Said on 02 9363 3046
or email dsaid@ozemail.com.au
See the new arrivals and bookmark our two new blogs at
19th century status
axe with superb pearl
shell inlays and No.
2 British trade blade,
South Eastern
Solomon Islands.

www.tribalartbrokers.net
In Praise of Tribal Art: http://www.tribalartbrokers.net/praisetribal
My Beady Eye: http://www.tribalartbrokers.net /mybeadyeye
Join David Said on facebook for regular updates
http://www.facebook.com/david.said.165
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A visit to the National Museum & Art Gallery of
Papua New Guinea
The beginning of a twinning partnership. By Crispin Howarth, with thanks to Peter Naumann.
Last December, three staff from
the National Gallery of Australia (a
conservator, a curator and a registrar)
travelled to Port Moresby to visit the
National Museum & Art Gallery of
Papua New Guinea as the first step in
the practical development of a longterm twinning partnership between the
institutions. The twinning partnership
is the vision of Director Andrew Moutu
and also includes The National Museum
of Australia and the Australian War
Memorial, at the partnership’s heart is the
goal of enhancing the National Museum
& Art Gallery of Papua New Guinea
through a series of long-term projects.
This initial visit provided an opportunity
to build positive relationships with
relevant staff and time to discuss the
first phase of the partnership which
is the development of a landmark
exhibition, Built on Culture, at the
National Museum & Art Gallery of
Papua New Guinea to mark the 40th
anniversary of independence, coming
in September 2015. This exhibition is
curated by Director Dr Andrew Moutu
along with Dr Peter Naumann and is
set to be a celebration of the country’s
cultural diversity that forms PNG today.
Plans are already afoot to refurbish a
large area of the Museum’s existing
gallery space and the exhibition will
display some of the more remarkable
masterpieces held in the museum’s
vast anthropology collection of at
least 35,000, and perhaps as many
as 70,000 objects, alongside a few
selected works from the Official Papuan
Collection, which has been held in trust
in various museums in Australia since
its collection in the early part of the 20th
Century under the administration of
Sir Hubert Murray.
The National Museum of Papua New
Guinea holds huge natural history,
modern
history
and
technology
collections, as well as the anthropology
holdings, and during the visit time was
given to inspect the collections, which
are the most important and strongest in
the Pacific region. The array of cultural
heritage treasures, especially from
Abelam, Iatmul and the Papuan Gulf was
stunning and a visitor to the storeroom
can be quickly overwhelmed at the
sheer volume of impressive objects.

View of the NMAGPNG main gallery. Image by Crispin Howarth.

Notable among the collections was a
considering this collection is the largest
very long Sissano or Vanimo canoe
in the world coupled with the fact that the
beautifully carved with designs along
National Museum has a relatively short
its entire length and a truly monumental
history, it is all the more impressive.
nine or ten feet tall,
After viewing only one
heavily
weathered
Over
the
years
ancestor
figure
the
Museum
has
aspect of the shield
from the Wosera
received collections
collection one would
or Abelam people
made
by
many
which must have
anthropologists
and
consider the National
been made from a
other
researchers
Museum has the finest
massive
buttress
working in Papua
root of a tree as it
New Guinea and
collection anywhere in
was wider than any
this has contributed
the world of PNG shields greatly, also a number
comparable figure I
have seen before.
of repatriations have
and no doubt the most
After viewing only
to build the
comprehensive collections helped
one aspect of the
collection with the
of many other types of
shield collection one
most
well-known
would consider the
being
the
MacGregor
objects as well.
National
Museum
collection of over two
has
the
finest
and a half thousand
collection anywhere in the world of
objects which were held in trust at
PNG shields and no doubt the most
the Queensland Museum until PNG’s
comprehensive collections of many
Independence and the construction of
other types of objects as well. When
the National Museum and Art Gallery.
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Designer’s impression of NMAGPNG’s new exhibiton space. Image courtesy of NMAGPNG.

The public galleries of the National
Museum are no less impressive, there
are displays of bilum bags, seafaring
equipment (an entire Massim canoe
used on Kula voyages), musical
instruments, adornments and prehistoric stone mortars, pestles and
figures can all be seen before entering
the Masterpieces gallery. This gallery,
the tallest of them all, holds about two
hundred of the most significant objects
in the National Museum’s collection.
Any members who own a copy of the
excellent book Living Spirits with Fixed
Abodes (Crawford House Publishing
2010), edited by Barry Craig, will
already be familiar with the wide
View of the NMAGPNG main gallery. Image by Crispin Howarth.
spectrum of important objects shown in
this gallery, which is a real draw card for
the National Museum. Everything from
shields to masks to ancestral figures
promise of the forthcoming exhibition,
are exhibited including exceptionally
Built on Culture, signals the National
The Todd Barlin Collection (Part I)
tall haus tambaran posts which are free
Museum’s new phase of reinvigoration.
standing in the middle of the gallery
Advance advice.
Over the next five years there is plenty
and can be viewed well from the upper
of work, at many levels from crossTheodore Bruce Auctioneers are proud to
gallery balcony. These posts come
institutional training schemes, storage
announce the forthcoming auction of the
from Kanganaman village, perhaps the
and departmental projects to developing
Todd Barlin Collection of Fine Oceanic and
most well-known of all Sepik centres for
Aboriginal Art. For 30 years Todd Barlin
future
exhibitions.
carving. Nearby are
has been a collector, scholar and dealer of
All of the institutions
Oceanic Art. Now due to poor health and
...it is well worth making involved in the
sizeable
garamut
the desire to see the artworks find new
drums and it was
twinning
partnership
the short trip to Port
homes, the collection will be sold through
gratifying to be able
share the common
Theodore Bruce Auctions. Part One will
Moresby from Australia
to study up close the
be offered on August 16, 2015. Online
vision of positioning
catalogue available from July 16.
heavily
decorated
the National Museum
and quite old prow of an upper Sepik
& Art Gallery of Papua New Guinea
Theodore Bruce Auctioneers
canoe from Kubkein.
at the forefront of museums in the
6 Ralph Street, Alexandria, 2015, NSW
(02) 8212 4100
southern hemisphere.
To spend time in this gallery alone it is
www.theodorebruceauctions.com.au
well worth making the short trip to Port
For members of the Oceanic Art Society
Moresby from Australia.
this means the National Museum is
certainly a must-see destination.
That said, the National Museum
provides an entire day’s worth of art,
Disclaimer: Jim Elmslie is both Editor of the OAS
heritage and culture on display and the

Journal and Specialist at Theodore Bruce Auctions.
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special pieces
Crazy Bailers
By Hermione Waterfield.
Bailers are used all over the world
to scoop the water from the bottom
of boats, but those in the Pacific are
carved in wood. Objects for practical
use, but nonetheless the Maori of New
Zealand often decorated them lavishly.
They were prized items for those
who sailed with Captain Cook on his
circumnavigations, and two examples
are now in the Pitt Rivers Museum,
Oxford. The finest was collected by
Joseph Banks on the First Voyage,
beautifully balanced with fine carving
it has often been published, but a
very curious one was collected by
the Forsters on the Second Voyage.
Jeremy Coote, curator of the Pacific
collections who has put all the
museum’s collections on the web, is not
proud of this example in his collections,
in fact he can get irritated when asked
for this bailer on loan rather than the
handsome First Voyage example. The
decoration appears to be unfinished
and it might have been made for the
visitors, but it is perfectly “genuine” just the work of a quirky carver. (Fig.1)

are a group of carvings in the
Te Ariki, New Plymouth, NZ .
These are so obviously not by
a trained Maori carver and
were purchased by William
Skinner from Little during
a visit to England in 1908,
that the style can be used
as a touchstone for what
we can imagine is the style
developed by Little. The
pharmaceutical
magnate
Sir Henry Wellcome was
a client of his, and after
his death the museum in
Birmingham acquired a bailer
which is characteristic of what
could be called his ‘Skinner
style’ (fig. 4) with a very dark
patina, and spirals which look
as if they were applications of
over-cooked spaghetti.

The Journal Man, no. 5, in 1905,
published a bailer from the museum
in Taunton which records that it was
carved by Harry Kupa for Horo Hawea
of Matea Kipewa of New Zealand,
who gave it W.J. Cullen. When Cullen
The Liverpool Museum received a
returned to England he gave it to the
direct hit during World War II and the
Taunton Castle Museum. (fig.5) Edgeethnographic collection was destroyed.
Partington pronounced it to be the work
After the war the Museum appealed for
of a European, but it is a serviceable
replacement material,
bailer, so there is no
and the museum in
reason to doubt the
...just because bailers
Taunton, Somerset,
provenance.
have a curious
England sold them a
group which included
Indeed just because
appearance it does
two strange bailers.
bailers
have
a
not necessarily mean
One has carving in the
curious appearance
Maori style, but has
it
does
not
that they are fakes.
a lip so is more likely
necessarily
mean
to have been used
that they are fakes.
for grain (fig. 2). The other (fig.3) has
But there are fakers such as Little,
been attributed to the notorious faker
and that scene is further confused
James Edward Little. Born in Torquay,
because of works by J.F. Robieson,
a seaside town not far from Taunton, in
a New Zealander who carved in the
1876, he became a cabinet maker and
Maori style and was in England for the
his wife let rooms above the small shop.
twenty years between WWI and WWII.
J.B. Russell, a dealer in natural history
Jonathan Fogel hopes to publish an
from London, who rented the rooms
article on Little in Tribal Arts this year,
one summer in about 1905, found some
but whether that will clarify the situation
clubs in a back room. These he bought
or confuse it further remains to be seen.
from Little and asked to be alerted when
Perhaps more information will surface.
any ethnographic material was found.
Hermione Waterfield, former director of
When supply was short it appears that
Christie’s, London, authority on tribal
Little became creative. We do not know
art who published (2006 and 2009)
of anything from his hand with certainty
with J.C.H. King Provenance: Twelve
(except for the cover of a feather box,
Collectors of Ethnographic Art in
now in the British Museum), but there
England 1760-1990.

Fig.1: Collected on Cook’s Second Voyage,
Forster collection, Pitt Rivers, Oxford.

Fig.2: A bailer in the Liverpool Museum acquired
from Taunton Museum after WWII. It was
more likely used as a grain scoop. It has been
decorated in the Maori style by an unknown
artist, perhaps J E Little.
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Fig.3 (above and close-up on right): A bailer in
the Liverpool Museum which has been inscribed
with an attribution to J.E. Little, acquired from
the Taunton Museum after WWII. It could be by
the New Zealander J.F. Robinson, who was in
England for the years between the Great Wars,
and carved in the Maori style. We know even less
about him than we do about Little.

Fig.5: The bailer carved by Harry Kupa for Horo
Hawea of Matea Kipewa

CHRIS BOYLAN - OCEANIC ART
Sydney Australia
TEL +61 0405 093 577
cboylan @tpg.com.au
I am interested to buy
single pieces or collections

Fig.4: Birmingham Bailer. Probably by James
Edward Little.

ALSO
I have not had a gallery for many years,
but my warehouse is accessible for
visits when I am here in Sydney.
Please call or email to organise a visit.
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Melbourne’s latest gallery –
Alex Philips’ Oceanic Art
By Jim Elmslie.

Alex Philips outside his new gallery, Melbourne.

Alex Philips, long time Oceanic
Art collector and dealer, has
opened a new gallery in Melbourne
specializing in fine tribal art from
the Pacific and Australia. It has
been some years since Melbourne
has had a high street commercial
gallery specializing in this genre
and adds to the cities sparkling
array of artistic attractions. I was
fortunate enough to visit Alex
and his gallery in March and felt
immediately at home.
Alex Philips Oceanic Art, at 133135 Johnston Street, Collingwood,
is set in a bohemian part of
Melbourne that reminds me of
Oxford Street, Sydney, thirty years
ago. There is grunge, cheek and
jowl with glamour that creates an
immediately appealing streetscape.
The gallery, pictured above, has
a huge double fronted display of
tribal treasures that cannot help but
catch one’s eye. Inside the gallery
is split into four rooms full of New

Guinea shields, masks, clubs,
Vanuatu drums and a wide array
of exotic artefacts. One room could
be described as the ‘masterworks
gallery’ featuring major nineteenth
century pieces such as Solomon
canoe prows, Malagan sculptures
and masks from the recent Frumm
auction in Paris. Other rooms
have more affordable pieces that
might suit an entry level collector.
The gallery is therefore accessible
to both the novice and the
connoisseur. It is sure to generate
interest in Oceanic art in Melbourne
and we congratulate Alex on his
new venture and wish him all the
best with it.
Having known Alex for many years
I was intrigued to learn how he
developed his passion for the art
and took the opportunity of my visit
to dig a little deeper.
JE
Alex Philips, you have been
involved in Oceanic and Aboriginal

art for a long time. How and when
did you get interested and what is it
about tribal art that fascinates you?
AP
I became interested in
collecting all manner items when I
was 14 years old. It was after the
tragic death of my mother when
I was 13 – an event that my life
changed. I spent a lot more time
with my father, who owned auction
rooms, an antique shop and several
pawnbroker shops. Every moment
I had spare out of school I would
ask my father if I could work in one
of the shops. I loved it. I began
getting interested in antiques etc.
and began to collect for myself. I
began to collect pre-revolutionary
Russian silver oriental antiques,
art deco bronzes, and early gold
Rolex wristwatches, which I would
buy from scrap gold merchants. I
needed to earn more money to aid
my collecting so I set up a market
stall with my brother at Camberwell
flea market to sell items that I had
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bought at auctions and garage
JE
Is there a particular genre(s)
sales. It was at Camberwell market
or region(s) that appeal to you?
at age 14 that I bought my first tribal
item – a small, unknown Pacific
AP
I don’t really specialize in
island figure for
any particular object
$5. By the time
or area in Oceanic
When I was in my
I was 17 I had a
art but I do like
mid 20’s I sold all my
large
collection
New Guinea art for
of
antiques,
collections except for my its sheer diversity,
over 100 pretribal art. I was then totally Sepik figures being
1950’s
Rolex
among my favorite,
focused on collecting
watches and a
and I also like Maori
small collection
art for its complex
Aboriginal and Oceanic
of
Aboriginal
art. Nothing else gave me design, beauty and
and
Oceanic
power.
the pleasure of tribal art.
items. When I
It was not like collecting, JE
was in my mid
You have
20’s I sold all my
just
opened
a new
but more like a voyage of
collections except
gallery. Can you tell
discovery and mystery.
for my tribal art. I
us how this came
was then totally
about and what your
focused on collecting Aboriginal
aims are for the gallery? Can you also
and Oceanic art. Nothing else gave
tell us about your previous galleries?
me the pleasure of tribal art. It was
not like collecting, but more like a
AP
I had a pawnbroker shop in
voyage of discovery and mystery.
Chapel Street, Prahran, in the late
1980’s early 1990’s and I would
JE
What is it that you look for in
have my tribal art upstairs and
a tribal art object?
traded from there. In about 1996 I
opened Tribal Oceanic Art Gallery
AP
I look for a piece that grabs
in High street, Prahran. It was very
me. This happens when a piece
enjoyable and I loved it. Around
has a certain quality; it is beautiful
the year 2000 I got into computers
to me, is old, rare and in original
and thought I would close the
condition, i.e. no repairs and with
gallery to cut costs and work from
the correct patina. The object must
home. I did this for a while but it
be a good example of what it is.
was not the same, I missed the

interaction with people, the meeting
of new collectors and the sharing
of my passion. This is the reason
I am starting my new gallery in
Melbourne. To meet like-minded
collectors, to encourage new
collectors and to bring awareness
to the public of this collecting
field. Also gallery exposure to the
public may help flush out a hidden
masterpiece from someone’s attic.
JE
How do you see the market
for tribal art in general at the moment,
and in Melbourne in particular?
AP
I see the tribal art market at
the moment as being very educated
and focused. The market is really
a world market now. Everyone is
after the great pieces, which are
getting rare and therefore prices
will, I believe, continue to rise for
quality items. The Melbourne tribal
market is a bit hidden /underground
so to speak. I believe by opening
gallery the Melbourne tribal scene
can only grow. Already new pieces
and collectors (as well as old ones)
have come out of the woodwork.
Alex Philips Oceanic Art,
133-5 Johnston Street,
Collingwood, Victoria.
www.alexphilips.com
Phone +61412390384
Hours by appointment

2005 South King Street
Honolulu, Hawaii 96826
mobile 808 228 3019
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in memoriam
Cletus Simank: Vale to a Sepik Identity
Tributes to Cletus

Cletus Simank died on 11 January
2015, after battling cancer for over a
year. He was the right hand man to
many artefact collectors in the Sepik
for decades. From Tambanum village in
the Middle Sepik region, Cletus moved
down to Angoram in the 1970’s and took
a bush block in the Gavien agricultural
project on the Wewak road just out of
Angoram. He also built and ran a guest
house in Angoram with his wife and
sons, Geoffrey and Roy. It was always a
pleasure to stay with him and his family.
I met Cletus in 1985 on my first trip to
the Sepik and was immediately drawn to
his intelligence, integrity, knowledge of
the Sepik and its art, and his generous
character. Initially I was fascinated that
he had worked with all the famous
dealers and collectors starting in the
heady days of the 1960’s – when
masterpieces of Sepik art were still
being collected by legendary dealers
such as Wayne Heathcote, Morris
Young, Ron Perry and Rudi Caesar,
to name just a few. Cletus worked and
knew all the dealers as he was totally
reliable and completely honest. I drew
on his knowledge and experience and
many times financed buying trips that
he undertook throughout the Sepik,
Ramu and Abelam regions, sometimes
accompanying him. We also worked
together in tourism ventures and building
a safari lodge in Tambanum in 1987.

Cletus in 2008. © Dan Lepsoe.

of a born leader. He was universally
respected and people followed his
directions because they trusted him.
The Sepik has lost another Bigman,
and for that we all mourn. But as
with the passing of all good friends,
the sadness is leaven with gratitude
to have known and enjoyed the
friendship of such wonderful people as
Cletus Simank.
Jim Elmslie

Cletus Smank of Tambanum Village,
our long-time friend, was a true man
bilong Sepik. He first worked for Ron
in the 1960s. Forty years later, he
supplied the canoes and motors for our
last Sepik patrol.
Cletus and his wife developed a small
business based out of the Service
Camp in Angoram organizing transport,
meals and local accommodation for
tourists and others. He and his family
worked hard, upgrading as they went
along, adding rainwater tanks, small
rooms for backpackers, whatever they
observed was needed.

I met Cletus in 1985 on
my first trip to the Sepik
and was immediately
drawn to his intelligence,
integrity, knowledge of the
Sepik and its art, and his
generous character.
A highlight of our friendship was in 1995
making the film, To Have and To Hold,
directed by John Hillcoat and starring
Rachel Griffiths. Much of the film was
set in Angoram, including huge crowd
scenes with hundreds of extras. My
job was location liaison, which really
covered every aspect of the film’s
engagement with Angoram, the Sepik
and its people. Cletus was crucial
in making the whole process flow
smoothly – I never saw him lose his
temper; in fact he barely ever raised his
voice, but carried the natural authority

In 1984 I visited PNG for the first time
and I was fortunate to carry with me an
introduction to Cletus Smank. It was the
beginning of an association that lasted
for 30 years. Cletus was our guide,
friend and protector on the many Sepik
journeys that followed. He was kind,
thoughtful and fun and I can’t imagine
the Sepik without him. He had his own
unique way of organising our days and
nights on the river. I learned to go with
the flow, leaving that entirely to him and it
so often led to unexpected adventures. I
have from time to time thought of writing
some short stories to attempt to capture
some of the hilarious moments shared on
these trips and in my mind’s eye Cletus
is at the centre of them all. It was such a
privilege to be his friend.
Elaine Monds,
Alcheringa Gallery, Canada

Cletus also learned the artifact business
by working with Ron and other expats.
He collected artifacts from carvers and
shipped them out to dealers, always
a risky thing to do from the Sepik.
He once spent almost a year in Port
Moresby hounding government offices
until he finally got paid for a shipment
and could pay off his carvers.
Like others who worked with expat
dealers, his name doesn’t appear in
catalogue descriptions, but these men
and women provided the manpower
and knowledge in the bush. Without
Cletus and many others, none of us
could have collected as we did. To
Cletus, we truly tenkyu tru.
Cletus on the Sepik 1967. Image courtesy of
Ron Perry and Carolyn Lee.

Carolyn Lee and Ron Perry,
Tucson, Arizona

OAS Journal Vol.20 No.2 - Page 11

interview
Stellar times for Oceanic Art –
Sotheby’s Jean Fritts
Interviewed by Jim Elmslie.
2014 proved the best year ever in dollar
terms for the tribal art market, according
to Sotheby’s Jean Fritts, International
Chairman, African and Oceanic Art.
Sotheby’s combined results from New
York and Paris topped US$84.7 million
in 2014, ending a decade that saw
US$479 million of African and Oceanic art
sold by the two leading auction houses
(Sotheby’s accounted for 82%; Christie’s
the remainder). This outcome was buoyed
by several exceptional single vendor sales
such as Tresors: Collection Frum (€7.5
million) and the Myron Kunin collection
(US$41.6 million). Fritts described this as
a ‘watershed in terms of how the market
appreciated wonderful works of art from
the Pacific regions’. We asked Jean Fritts,
perhaps the most influential individual in the
tribal art market, to outline her view of the
market, after learning a little of her own story.
JE
Jean Fritts, you are the
International Chairman of African and
Oceanic art for Sotheby’s, can you tell us
how your career has evolved and where
and when your interest in this art form
developed?
JF
Since university at Middlebury
College in Vermont, USA, I have always
been interested in both the meaning and
the aesthetics of objects which were made
for traditional ceremonial or ritual use within

their cultures. As an undergraduate student
at Middlebury College, I wrote my thesis on
a group of previously un-researched hunting
headdresses from the Aleutian Islands held in
the Peabody Museum at Harvard University.
The link between anthropology and art or
aesthetics has been a continuing fascination
for me throughout my life. I was fortunate
to be hired at Sotheby’s after working at
the National Museum of African art at the
Smithsonian Institution. At Sotheby’s we
have worked exceptionally hard to bring both
a contextual and aesthetic understanding to
a broader group of collectors and institutions
in the fields of both African and Oceanic art.
JE
You have been at the heart of the
international trade in African and Oceanic
art for many years. Can you tell us how the
market has developed over the last couple of
decades and what you think the underlying
forces behind these changes have been?
JF
The international market for
African and Oceanic art has grown
exceptionally both in the numbers of
collectors and institutions participating,
and in the volume of works and their value.
When I joined Sotheby’s more than 20 years
ago, annual sales were US$2 million and
in 2014 we sold US$84.7 million in auction
alone. From the Sotheby’s perspective, part
of this growth has been a deep commitment
on the part of the company to this field-- we
now have 7 international specialists based
in Paris, London and NY. The integration of
the internet into our business has had an
enormous impact on the global expansion of
buyers as we regularly see new buyers from
countries which previously did not participate
in the sales such Malaysia, Brazil, China
and the Middle East.
JE
Jean, you describe 2014 as a
‘watershed year’ in terms of how the market
appreciated Oceanic art. Can you explain
how and why this happened?

New Ireland Uli figure.
Estimate €700,000 — €1,000,000.
LOT SOLD €1,609,500.

JF
In terms of the overall auction
market for Oceanic art, the big shift in prices
came about 5 years ago when suddenly a
new group of collectors entered the market,
both from the Middle East and those crossing
over from other categories of collecting
with generally higher price points, such as
contemporary art and impressionist and
modern art. The entrance of this new group
of collectors into the Oceanic art market had
the effect of a huge price jump for certain
kinds of African and Oceanic art. After a
few sales some of those collectors did not
continue, but much of the rest of the market
followed the new prices. The appearance of
superb objects with interesting provenance
has continued to attracted new buyers.

Austral Islands Fly whisk handle.
Estimate €70,000 — €100,000.
LOT SOLD €337,500.
JE
Has there been a change in
collectors’ taste in recent times – have
some regions or genres of art become more
popular over time than others? Can you
explain why this might be so?
JF
For both Africa and the Pacific,
there has been a shift in the last 5-6 years
towards much more abstract objects, and
some have achieved exceptional results.
There has also been a great appreciation
at the upper end of the market for works
of art from across the Pacific which have a
historical provenance. We saw this activity
particularly in the Frum auction in Paris
in September with objects like the New
Ireland Uli figure. In our pre-sale research
we found the specific village where it had
been collected and the end result was high
above the estimate. In the same sale the
Austral Islands fly whisk was elegant but
also published and exhibited extensively. I
believe a combination of these elements as
well as the context of a single owner sale of
Oceanic Art lifted the prices.
JE
How do you see the market
evolving over the next decade or two?
Where should astute collectors be focusing
their attention?
JF
Oceanic art is such an amazing
area to collect- one in which you are
constantly challenged and always learning.
What is clear is that great quality objects are
only becoming harder to find. For a collector I
would always suggest buying the absolutely
best you can whatever your budget. Go to
as many museums and exhibitions as you
can, to art fairs (ask prices) to auctions-- and
handle the objects where possible to develop
your own sense of quality, aesthetics, and
price. Many areas of PNG and Borneo and
Indonesia are still relatively undervalued,
certainly compared to Polynesia and many
parts of Africa.
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stop press
Australian Museum Press release:

Rare Malagan masks from
Papua New Guinea exhibited
at the Australian Museum
Pacific Spirit, opening late April, previews extraordinary
Pacific Collection.
A new Pacific preview gallery, Pacific
Spirit, will open at the Australian Museum
at the end of April. Drawing on the
Museum’s extraordinary collection, rated
as one of the most significant in the world
with over 60,000 objects from across the
region, Pacific Spirit will provide visitors
with a window into the colour, culture
and artistry of one of the world’s most
culturally diverse regions.
“We are the museum of Australia and the
Pacific and we now have a plan to create
permanent Pacific Galleries within the
next few years to share this exceptional
collection with the public,” Australian
Museum Director and CEO, Kim McKay
AO said.
“Pacific Spirit previews this collection and
our plan to install two major new galleries
focusing on Melanesia and Polynesia
bringing the customs and celebrations of
our Pacific neighbours to the people of
NSW and beyond,” she said.
Visitors to Pacific Spirit will see rare and
priceless artefacts including 23 elaborate
and sacred Malagan masks from Papua
New Guinea dating from the 1800s,
Māori Poll (welcome poles) from New
Zealand, detailed carved door panels
from New Caledonia, contemporary Geru
peng mask from the PNG highlands,
kava bowls and drums from Samoa and
Vanuatu, delicate jewellery from Fiji, as
well as Bird of Paradise specimens.
“It is an honour for the Australian Museum
to be the custodian of this astounding
collection that celebrates the best of
Pacific culture and art. Pacific Spirit forms
part of our commitment to ‘unlocking
the collections’ and promoting greater
understanding of the Pacific’s cultural
heritage,” McKay said.
The Pacific collection, representing 14
Pacific nations and 11 territories including
Norfolk Island, Easter Island, Papua New
Guinea, Solomon Islands, Vanuatu, Fiji,
New Caledonia and New Zealand, is
inextricably linked to the artists’ beliefs
and local social systems as well as
creating a symbolic connection to a larger

view of humanity. Objects were rarely
purely functional in nature, often serving
as a highly visible way of communicating
status and power among the living, as well
as acting as a conduit for communicating
with the spirit world.
The Pacific collection is held in the
Australian Museum’s cultural stores with a
team of experts overseeing conservation
efforts, research projects and access for
an array of academics and communities
throughout the region.
Pacific Spirit is due to open to the public
on Tuesday 28 April, 2015 and will be on
permanent display until the new Pacific
gallery opens in the next few years.
About the Australian Museum
Established in 1827, the Australian
Museum is Australia’s first museum and
one of its foremost scientific research,
educational and cultural institutions. It is
the trusted guardian of the nation’s largest
and oldest natural science and cultural
collection with more than 18 million
objects. It has been located on its current
site on the corner of William and College
Streets since 1850.
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other events
Berlin, Germany:
The Martin Gropius Bau
Dance of the Ancestors, Art from
the Sepik of Papua New Guinea.
Now until 14 June 2015.
berlinerfestspiele.de/en/aktuell/
festivals/gropiusbau/programm
San Francisco, USA:
Bonhams Auctions
African, Oceanic & Pre-Columbian
Art Auction. 5 May 2015.
bonhams.com/tribal
Sydney, Australia:
Theodore Bruce Tribal Art
auction. 11 May 2015.
AOA@theodorebruceauctions.com.
au or telephone: 61 2 407 913 870
Sydney, Australia:
S.H.Ervin Gallery
Painter in Paradise: William Dobell
in New Guinea Exhibition.
29 May - 12 July 2015.
2 Watson Road, Millers Point
Brussels, Belgium:
Bruneaf - Brussels Non-European
Art Fair. 10-14 June 2015.
bruneaf.com/en/accueil.html
Canberra, Australia:
National Gallery of Australia
Myth & Magic: Art of the Sepik
River, Papua New Guinea.
7 August - 1 November 2015.
Paris, France:
Parcours Des Mondes
9-14 September 2015.
parcoursdesmondes.com
Madrid, Spain:
The Museo de America
The 2015 Annual Conference
of the Pacific Arts Association–
Europe, 2-4 July 2015. http://www.
pacificarts.org/announcements/
conferences
Oakland CA, USA:
The Oakland Museum of California
Pacific Worlds Exhibition
1000 Oak Street, Oakland, CA
30 May 2015 – 3 January 2016
http://www.museumca.org/exhibit/
pacific-worlds
New York, USA:
Sotheby’s New York Oceanic Art
Auction 15 May 2015.
1334 York Avenue, NY, 10021
www.sothebys.com/en/auctions/
2015/african-oceanic-n09347

