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The Magic is Coming...
After several years in the planning, the
long anticipated opening of the National
Gallery of Australia’s exhibition,
Myth + magic: Art of the Sepik River
is upon us. This will coincide with the
annual OAS Forum to be held at the
NGA in Canberra. The official opening
ceremony will be on Thursday 6 August
at 6pm and a large contingent of OAS
members are expected from all corners
of Australia, and indeed the globe. The
following day, Friday 7 August, will be
given over to the many expert speakers
organized for the Forum – themed on
the art and culture of the Sepik River
people. That evening the Annual OAS
dinner will be held at the Kurrajong
Hotel. On Saturday OAS members will
be given a personal tour of the exhibition
by Crispin Howarth, the Curator and
driving force behind the exhibition.

Papua New Guinea, East Sepik Province,
‘Malu’ plaque, 19th century, wood. 77.799
Acquired from Anthony Forge 1977.
Courtesy of the National Gallery of Australia.

We should pause here for a moment
and give thanks that such an event is
happening in Australia. This really is a
celebration of Oceanic art, specifically
Sepik art, in the most prestigious venue
in the country. To say that it has ‘arrived’
is somewhat passé: the art was around
long before the idea of Australia was
conceived. Relegated as “headhunters’
curios”, underlying and amplifying the
popular notion of Pacific Islanders as
backward and inferior, the artefacts,
or more precisely our increased
understanding of them, have turned
this conception on its head. We now
cherish Oceanic art, and the cultures
from which they come, as important

and unique components of the human
story. Indeed, Oceanic art is particularly
special. Whereas it was denigrated
as ‘primitive art’, meaning backward
or crude, the focus is now on the root
meaning of that word primus – the first.
It is the first art of people, of the human
family. As such there is an inherent
power in Oceanic art, mingled in with
sacred ritual meanings we will never
know, which, for those who are open to
the beauty embodied in such objects, is
deeply fulfilling.
So we should certainly thank Crispin
Howarth and everyone else at the NGA
who has had a hand in bringing Myth
+ magic into existence. This edition of
the Journal has an extended interview
with Crispin that gives some of his
personal story and a throws a little light
on the complexities and challenges of
mounting an exhibition of this size. We
should also thank previous members
of the OAS for continuously promoting
Oceanic art, at least in part generating
the demand that allowed such significant
government resources to be allocated
to create this show. We also must thank
the National Museum and Art Gallery of
Papua New Guinea, and in particular
its Director, Dr. Andrew Moutu, for
fully engaging with the exhibition,
including the loan of a number of their
national cultural treasures, and for
agreeing to speak at the Forum. We
should also give thanks to the other
speakers as well: it’s a stellar line-up:
Continued page 2

dates for your diary
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. Entry $2. All welcome to our absolute treasure chest of tribal art.
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. See
details inside this issue.
Wednesday 23 September – OAS Lecture, Dr Harry Beran: Innovation in Traditional Oceanic Art. Australian Museum 6.30pm
refreshments, 7pm lecture. Entry $15, OAS & Australian Museum members $10, Students with ID $5.
Saturday 14 November – OAS End of Year Function, Australian Museum 10am. Lecture to be advised. Followed by a
Luncheon at Sky Phoenix in Sydney City 1pm.
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next event
NEXT EVENT
Saturday 25 July, 10am - 3pm
St Matthias Church Hall, Paddington, Sydney
(Oxford Street, opposite Jersey Road and Queen Street)

OAS Tribal Art Fair
Better than Christmas in July!
A chance to sell or buy that special
piece.
DETAILS:
Email:
secretary@oceanicartsociety.org.au

Continued from front cover:

Mail:
Secretary, OAS PO Box 1084,
Edgecliff, NSW 2027
Or Phone Geoff: 02 46265584
email: geoffcarey@hotmail.com
Stall holders invited to apply now.

report on the Radiance of Shadows
exhibition of Solomon Island’s art
Dr. Ron May; Natalie Wilson;
on display at the Quai Branly, in
Dr. Eric Kjellgren, Chris Boylan
Paris, by Noelle Rathmell-Stiels,
and Dr. Barry Craig and Dr. Jim
which delves into the intricate role
Elmslie. These experts, from a
that light plays in the beautiful art
range of backgrounds academic,
from this region. Harry Beran writes
commercial and institutional, share
on the latest developments in the
an enormous knowledge of, and
ongoing research he and others
experience with, PNG and the Sepik
have undertaken in identifying
region and its art going back, in
the inscriptions and labels found
some cases, more than fifty years.
on many old art works. Once
This is perhaps to be expected
clarified such labels or collection
given Australia and PNG’s long
numbers/codes can provide much
and close association, yet such
information about individual items,
an event, showcasing
often
greatly
We look forward to
this connection and
increasing
our
expertise,
is
still
understanding
these developments
a rare occasion in
with much anticipation of them and,
this country. More
c o i n c i d e n t a l l y,
and a sense that the
information
and
their value.
OAS has played a
registration
details
available inside.
useful and positive role The OAS is also
celebrating, with
in promoting Oceanic
Part of that history was
the
Australian
art, particularly in
explored in Natalie
Museum,
the
Wilson’s
May
13
opening
of
the
having some of our
talk at the Australian
Pacific
Spirits
great treasures on
Museum, Painter in
Gallery on April
public display.
Paradise:
William
30 by Minister for
Dobell in New Guinea,
Foreign
Affiars,
ahead of the 6 week exhibition
Hon. Julie Bishop, MP. This event,
at Sydney’s S H Ervin Gallery.
and the special viewing given to
Robin Hodgson records some
OAS members before Natalie
highlights and the fascinating
Wilson’s Dobell talk was special
(but often minute) paintings by
indeed. The OAS has for many
Dobell that Natalie showed to an
years pushed for a dedicated
enthusiastic audience. This edition
Oceanic display drawn from the
of the Journal also has an insightful
AM’s massive collection: and

here it is at last. While the current
gallery contains many fine pieces,
including a range of magnificent
Malangan tatanua masks and
figures, and the largest Admiralty
Islands garamut drum I have ever
seen, we are promised still more
in the future! As the AM continues
its restructuring and rebuilding
programme expanded galleries
dedicated to Oceanic art are firmly
embedded in the plans. We look
forward to these developments with
much anticipation and a sense that
the OAS has played a useful and
positive role in promoting Oceanic
art, particularly in having some
of our great treasures on public
display. Our enormous gratitude
goes to the Australian Museum
and Director, Kim McKay.
Lastly I would like to remind
members of the annual OAS
Tribal Art Fair to be held at St.
Matthias Church, Oxford Street,
Paddington, on Saturday 25 July.
This event is always well attended
and each year strange and
unexpected items from across the
Pacific emerge. It pays to be early!
Details inside.
Looking forward to seeing many of
you in Canberra in August.
Jim Elmslie
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lecture review
Painter in paradise: William Dobell in New Guinea
Lecture by Natalie Wilson, 13 May 2015.
May 2015 saw two excellent
life. Her presentation to OAS
events for OAS members. On 13
made the vibrant and voluptuous
May Natalie Wilson addressed
paintings,
photographs
and
members at the Australian Museum
Dobell’s experiences of landscape
with a detailed illustrated overview
and people come alive…A great
of the marvellous exhibition she
forerunner to the show itself.
has drawn together and created
on the life and
The
exhibition
work
of
the
enthrals with the
...a tremendous
greatly admired
tiny sketches and
appreciation of the life,
Australian painter
paintings made on
William Dobell. time, and artworks painted Dobell’s first trip to
(See
previous
on the spot in New Guinea New Guinea in 1949,
journal issue for
to a wide ranging
and in retrospect on
Natalie’s article);
series of excellent
and 29 May Dobell’s return to Australia. photographs,
to
saw the official
the larger paintings
opening gracing the spacious S. H.
made back in Australia. There are
Ervin Gallery in The National Trust
artefacts too: a magnificent Yuat
Centre on Sydney’s Observatory
River wusear (sacred flute stopper)
Hill of that exhibition which will run
owned by Dobell and now in a private
until 12 July this year.
collection, as well as a selection of
New Guinea Highlands pieces from
Natalie’s curatorial skills and her
the Moriarty Collection of the Art
passion for excellence have given
Gallery of New South Wales. The
us a fascinating insight and a
exhibition is scheduled to travel to
tremendous appreciation of the
Lake Macquarie in September and
life, time, and artworks painted
hopefully to Brisbane next year.
on the spot in New Guinea and
The 128 page paperback catalogue
in retrospect on Dobell’s return
covering all aspects of the exhibition
to Australia – a labour of love
is a treasure in itself.
that lasted until the end of his

William Dobell, Boy with a bow, 1953. Oil on
hardboard, 121.5 x 61.5 cm. Newcastle Art
Gallery, gift of Dr William Bowmore AO, OBE
1976. © Sir William Dobell Art Foundation.

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

OAS Journal Vol.20 No.3 - Page 4

galleries
“Radiance of Shadows”
The Art of the Solomon Islands - A first at the Quai Branly. By Noëlle Rathmell-Stiels.
Just a few weeks before the dramatic
‘Charlie Hebdo’ events in Paris, I went
to this splendid exhibition, entirely
dedicated to the Solomon Islands (a
first for France). More than two hundred
pieces were stunningly displayed,
following a thematic sequence: power
and prestige, violence and war, the
deceased and the living, shadows
and water spirits. Most of the pieces
were collected between the beginning
of the nineteenth and the middle of
the twentieth century by explorers,
traders, missionaries, travellers, and
British colonial officials who settled
there during that period. The exhibition
was open over an eleven-week period
between November 2014 and the
following January.

Thus, the title of the exhibition and its
central theme highlight the spiritual
significance of contrast (red, white and
black) and visual effects in the Solomon
Islands’
culture.
Reverberation,
saturation, scintillation, luminescence,
iridescence are omnipresent in the
islands’ natural environment. When
integrated in their art, luminous
phenomena - representing rainbows,
clouds, rays of the sun, iridescence of
certain animals and shells, reflection
of the moon on the ocean surface – all
manifest the power of spiritual entities,
inter alia deceased ancestors, known
as the “shadows” or ataro. The living
people need to call upon the artefacts’
immanent power or mana to succeed in
all their activities.

Eighty percent of the works came
from collections formerly in the Musée
de l’Homme and the Musée des Arts
d’Afrique et d’Océanie in Paris. There
had been little French collecting
in the Solomon Islands since they
became independent in 1978, so
these collections had not previously
been extensively studied or exhibited.
The remaining twenty percent of the
works on display had been lent by
museums in Belgium, France, the
United Kingdom and Switzerland and
by private collectors.

So this exhibition shows the vital
importance of continued relationships
between the living and the dead,
manifested
through
“affordance”
conferred on the islanders’ art by the
use of iridescence. The radiance makes
the invisible world visible and gives
living presence to powerful ancestors.

Photographic prints, mainly from the
archives of the Quai Branly, and several
ancient maps gave atmospheric

Detail of Shield. Island of Santa Isabel, 19th
century. Paris Quai Branly. Image by Noelle
Rathmell-Stiels.

context to the exhibits. The lighting
technician endeavoured to reproduce
the iridescence so omnipresent in
the natural marine environment of
the Solomon Islands as well as the
islanders’ artefacts. This proved to be
a bit of a challenge for your reporter’s
photographic equipment.

* L’éclat des ombres. L’art en noir et blanc
des Îles Salomon. Edited by Magali Mélandri.
Musée du Quai Branly/Somogy Art Publishers,
2014. ISBN 978-2-7572-0805-2.

A handsome catalogue* of over two
hundred pages with high quality
photographs, comprises scholarly
articles by researchers specialised
in the archipelago, as well as by
art historians. It examines both the
metamorphoses and the unchanging
aspects of the art of the region.
Unfortunately, it is only in French and is
screaming for a translation into English.

Barava. Island of Santa Isabel. Kia Village. 19th
century. Cambridge Museum of Archeology and
Anthropology. Image by Noelle Rathmell-Stiels.

In the catalogue, ethnologist and
scientific consultant for the exhibition,
Sandra Revolon, has written a riveting
in-depth analysis about the use of light as
a way of acting upon the world. English
speaking readers will have to wait for
her paper “Iridescence as affordance :
Of artefacts and light interference in the
renewal of life among the Owa (Eastern
Solomon Islands)” soon to be published
in the academic journal Oceania. An
“affordance” is a relation between an
object and an organism (human, in this
case) that affords the opportunity for
that organism to perform an action.

The Todd Barlin Collection (Part I)
August 17, 6pm.

Online catalogue available from July 17.
Enquiries Jim Elmslie 0407 913 870
AOA@theodorebruceauctions.com.au
Theodore Bruce Auctioneers
6 Ralph Street, Alexandria, 2015, NSW
www.theodorebruceauctions.com.au

Disclaimer: Jim Elmslie is both Editor of the OAS
Journal and Specialist at Theodore Bruce Auctions.
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provenance
Who owned it before you?
By Harry Beran
The fifth edition of the database on
inscriptions and labels on Oceanic
artworks in private collections has been
put on the Society’s database, under
Collections, as usual. The database
now covers about seventy identified
inscriptions and labels and about fifty
unidentified ones. Additions to the
previous edition of the database are
shown in blue.
Fig. 2. Number inscribed on the korwar sculpture.

The most interesting newly identified
type of number is that of the Henry
Wellcome Collection, shown in Fig.
2, inscribed on the korwar sculpture
shown in Fig. 1.
Sir Henry Wellcome (1853-1936) was
an American-British entrepreneur who
founded the pharmaceutical company
Burroughs Wellcome & Co in 1880.
He amassed a huge collection of tribal
art, some of which was still being
catalogued long after his death. Much
of the collection was dispersed to public
and private collections.
Michael Hamson proposed that the R
numbers, previously on the website
as an unidentified collection, were
used by the Wellcome Collection.
Roy Hamilton, Senior Curator of
Asian and Pacific Collections at the
Fowler Museum, which has many
objects from the Wellcome Collection,
provided information which supported
the proposal. And Chris Hilton, Senior
Archivist of the Wellcome Collection,
London, confirmed that these numbers
were indeed used by the Wellcome
Collection (the Wellcome Historical
Medical Museum, as it then was) for a
number of years.
It is not known what the R in the complex
number stands for. The number above
the horizontal line is the catalogue
number of the object in the Collection,
the number below the line stands for
the year the object was catalogued, or
re-catalogued.
If you have Oceanic artworks with
inscribed catalogue numbers or
attached labels which are not on the
database I would be glad to hear from
you. And even more so if you can
identify any of the collections which
used one of the unidentified inscriptions
or labels on the database.

Fig. 1. Korwar sculpture owned by Michael
Hamson.

Fig. 3. Portrait of Sir Henry Wellcome,
reproduced by permission of the Wellcome
Collection, London.

Chris Boylan
Oceanic Art
I am interested to buy single pieces or
collections of pre-1960 Oceanic Art.
I have not had a gallery for many years,
but my warehouse is accessible for
visits when I am in Sydney. Please call me.

cboylan @tpg.com.au

TEL +61 0405 093 577
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oas forum 2015
OAS Art of the Sepik River Forum
NGA Canberra, 7-8 August 2015 – Programme
BOOKINGS ESSENTIAL
$100, $90 NGA members, OAS
members,
concession
(includes
morning and afternoon tea and lunch)
Please book online at
https://online.nga.gov.au/symposia
or tel 61 - 2 - 6240 6710 (Mon- Fri).

Friday 7 August:
9:30am – 4:30pm
Gandel Hall,
National Gallery of Australia
A closer look at the art of the Sepik
River with a program of talks from
experts on Sepik River art, culture and
history, in association with the Oceanic
Arts Society. In conjunction with the
exhibition Myth + Magic: Art of the
Sepik River.

PROGRAMME:
9:30am
Registration and morning tea or
coffee.
10:00
Welcome to Country
Paul House Ngambri custodian, on
behalf of Walgalu Ngambri-Ngurmal
and Ngunnawal-Wallabollooa Aboriginal
people of the Canberra region.
Welcome
Gerard Vaughan, Director, National
Gallery of Australia
10:30 – 11:00
Dr Ron May - A Short History of the
Sepik.
Dr May is Emeritus Fellow, Australian
National University, attached to the
State, Society and Governance in
Melanesia Program. Formerly senior
economist with the Reserve Bank,
field director of the ANU’s New Guinea
Research Unit and foundation director
of what is now the National Research
Institute of Papua New Guinea.
Dr May has worked in Papua New
Guinea (with a particular interest in
East Sepik) continuously since 1969
and published extensively (mostly on
politics, but he is also the author of
Kaikai Aniani, A Guide to the Bush
Foods, Markets and Culinary Arts of
Papua New Guinea (1984).

11:00 – 11:30	
Dr James Elmslie, Editor, OAS
journal - Tambanum: Portrait of a
Sepik Village 1938 to 2011
Tambanum is one of the best
documented villages on the Sepik
River and one with which Dr Elmslie
has been deeply involved for thirty
years. Margaret Mead and Gregory
Bateson first visited Tambanum in
1932 and then spent six months there
in 1938, during which time they took
thousands of photographs. Dr Elmslie
will use the Mead/Bateson images
from 1938, and his own images from
1985 to the present, to illustrate village
life, architecture and ritual over the
last 77 years and document some of
the changes over that period, in one
particular Sepik village.
Dr. Jim Elmslie is a political scientist
and Aboriginal and Oceanic art dealer.
He is currently Visiting Scholar and Coconvener of the West Papua Project
at the Centre for Peace and Conflict
Studies at the University of Sydney;
Tribal Art Specialist at Theodore Bruce
Auctions, and editor of the Oceanic Art
Society Journal. He has been visiting
the Sepik Region of PNG since 1985
and built and ran a safari lodge at
Tambanum Village from 1986 to 2004.
11:30 – 12:00	
Dr Andrew Moutu, Director PNG
National Museum
Dr Moutu, trained in philosophy and
anthropology at the University of Papua
New Guinea (1991-1996), completed
his masters and doctorate degrees in
social anthropology at the University
of Cambridge (1998-2003). He served
as the Principal Curator, Anthropology
(1996-2003) and Curator, Anthropology
(2004-2006) at the PNG Museum, Port
Moresby, before undertaking postdoctoral studies – the prestigious British
Academy Postdoctoral Fellowship,
University of Cambridge (2004-2007),
and the Leach/Royal Anthropological
Institute
Postdoctoral
Fellowship,
National University of Ireland (20072008). After working as Lecturer in
Anthropology at the University of
Adelaide (2009-2010), he returned
home to help find a team to rebuild the
PNG National Museum and Art Gallery.
Dr Moutu has a diverse range of
academic interests - philosophical
anthropology, legal anthropology and
intellectual property rights, museums
and material culture, Melanesian
systems of knowledge, holographic
imagination and the anthropology of

perception. His first monograph, entitled
Names Are Thicker Than Blood was
recently published by Oxford University
Press. More recently he has taken up
an interest in Papua New Guinea’s
modern history and with the ongoing
concerns about the intersection
between sorcery, witchcraft and the law
in Papua New Guinea.
12:00pm
Lunch, exhibition viewing.
12:30 – 1:30
Tour of Myth + magic by exhibition
curator, Crispin Howarth.
1:30 – 2:00
Natalie Wilson, Curator, Australian
and Pacific Art, Art Gallery of New
South Wales - “The only reality
is the river”: Frank Hodgkinson’s
Sepik journey.
The material culture of the peoples
of the Sepik River has captured the
imagination of artists around the world
since appearing in museums and
private collections in the first decade
of the twentieth century. Few artists
themselves, however, ventured into
the region. In 1950 Australian painter
William Dobell travelled from Angoram
up to Ambunti and into Wogamus
territory and, during the 1960s,
Margaret Olley, Tony Tuckson and
Sidney Nolan, all spent brief periods on
the river. It wasn’t until 1977, however,
that an Australian artist was to engage
so completely with the landscape,
people and culture of the Sepik. That
year Frank Hodgkinson, invited by
Tom Craig, Director of the National Arts
School of Papua New Guinea, took up
a 12 month residency in Port Moresby.
Within the first few months, Hodgkinson
was travelling down the great Sepik
River in a dugout canoe, relating his
experiences in a visual journal which
inspired the publication of Sepik Diary,
a sumptuous feast of image and prose
and a unique insight into one of the
most original and extensive artistic
traditions in Oceania.
Natalie Wilson is Curator of Australian
& Pacific Art at the Art Gallery of New
South Wales, where she has worked
since 1998. Research and writing
include essays for AGNSW publications
Australian Art in the Art Gallery of
New South Wales (2000) and Parallel
Visions (2002). Since 2006 she has
curated a variety of collection-based
displays at the AGNSW, and she was a
researcher and catalogue compiler for
the 2007 Sidney Nolan retrospective.
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oas forum 2015
OAS Art of the Sepik River Forum
NGA Canberra, 7-8 August 2015 – Programme
In 2010, she co-curated Justin O’Brien:
the sacred music of colour. Natalie was
awarded the 2011 Art Gallery Society of
New South Wales Staff Development
Scholarship to conduct research in
PNG, where she spent five weeks
travelling in the Highlands and along
the Sepik River. She was awarded
the 2012 AGNSW Moya Dyring Studio
Residency at the Cité Internationale
des Arts in Paris, and spent 2 months
in 2013 researching Pacific art in
museum collections across Europe
and developing the exhibition Plumes
and pearlshells: art of the New Guinea
highlands, held at the AGNSW in 2014.
In 2013 she curated the exhibition All
Fired Up: Peter Rushforth, potter at
the National Trust S.H. Ervin Gallery
in Sydney. Natalie also curated the
exhibition Painter in Paradise: William
Dobell in New Guinea, in collaboration
with the S.H. Ervin Gallery in 2015.
2:00 – 2:30
Dr. Eric Kjellgren, Director, American
Museum of Asmat Art and Clinical
Faculty in Art History, University of
St. Thomas, Minnesota - Hidden
“Hands”: Seeking the Artist in the
Arts of the Sepik River.
The arts of the Sepik River are among
the most renowned and recognizable in
all of Oceania. However, the identities
and achievements of the individual
artists who created them remain
almost entirely unknown. Although
the artists’ names are lost to history,
this talk explores the potential that,
as has been convincingly argued for
some other Oceanic and African art
traditions, groups of works by specific
Sepik artists can be identified through
careful examination of the distinctive
qualities of their imagery. Featuring
works from European, American,
and Australian museums and private
collections, including examples from
the Myth and Magic exhibition, the
presentation will attempt to identify the
individual styles and works of some of
these lost Sepik masters.
Eric Kjellgren is Director of the American
Museum of Asmat Art and Clinical
Faculty in Art History at the University
of St. Thomas in Saint Paul, Minnesota.
He received his A.B. summa cum laude
from Harvard College and his M.A. and
Ph.D. from the University of Hawai’i,
Mānoa. Previously the Evelyn A. J. Hall
and John A. Friede Associate Curator
for Oceanic Art at The Metropolitan
Museum of Art in New York, Dr. Kjellgren
is a Fellow of the Royal Geographical
Society and former Fulbright scholar.

He has worked extensively with
contemporary Aboriginal painters in
the East Kimberley region of Western
Australia and has also done field
research in Vanuatu, Indonesia, and
French Polynesia. Dr. Kjellgren is the
author of - How To Read Oceanic Art,
published in 2014, and Oceania: Art of
the Pacific Islands in the Metropolitan
Museum of Art as well as exhibition
catalogues on the arts of Rapa Nui
(Easter Island) and the Marquesas
Islands. He has published extensively
on Australian Aboriginal art as well as
a diversity of other Pacific art traditions.
While at the Metropolitan, he curated
numerous exhibitions on the arts of the
Pacific and had curatorial responsibility
for the redesign and reinstallation of
the Metropolitan’s permanent galleries
for Oceanic Art. As Director of the
American Museum of Asmat Art, he
is responsible for developing and
mounting two exhibitions per year
dedicated to Asmat art and culture,
training students in museum work,
and teaching both graduate and
undergraduate courses on the arts of
the Pacific and other regions.
2:30 – 3:00
Afternoon tea.
3:00 – 3:30
Chris Boylan, OAS member and
art dealer - Important artworks in
villages of the Lower Sepik River.
Between 1972 and 1981 the National
Museum of Papua New Guinea conducted
surveys of artworks of the Sepik River, and
recorded objects which were considered
of particular cultural importance. Many
were later gazetted as National Cultural
Property, designated never to leave PNG.
In April 2015, during a collecting trip to the
Sepik River, Chris Boylan visited some of
the Lower Sepik villages to ascertain firstly
whether the objects were still there and,
secondly, to determine their present state
of preservation. His talk will look at the
results of this 2015 survey of five Lower
Sepik villages.
Chris Boylan has been closely involved
with Oceanic Art for the last 30 years.
He has run several galleries in Sydney,
but since 2003 has organized exhibitions
in Sydney and overseas. He is the only
Australian dealer who exhibits every
year at two of the most prestigious Tribal
Art shows overseas, the Parcours des
Mondes in Paris and the Tribal Art &
Textile Show in San Francisco. His main
field of interest is the art of Papua New
Guinea, particularly the Sepik River and
New Guinea Highlands.

3:30 – 4:00
Dr Barry Craig, Senior Curator of
Foreign Ethnology at the South
Australian Museum - Slit gongs of
the Sepik - Madang provinces.
An illustrated review of the various
forms of slit gongs found from West
Sepik through to East Sepik to Madang.
A few stories associated with individual
slit gongs will be recounted.
Dr Barry Craig is Senior Curator
of Foreign Ethnology at the South
Australian Museum. He first went to
Papua New Guinea in 1962 and made
a collection at Telefomin of artefacts
for the Australian Museum in 1964.
Subsequent expeditions in the Central
New Guinea and Upper Sepik region
in 1968, 1969 and 1972-73 resulted in
collections for the Australian Museum,
the museums in Berlin and Leiden,
and the PNG Museum. Curator of
Anthropology at the PNG National
Museum 1980-83. Curator at the SA
Museum since 1995.
4:00
CLOSING REMARKS
David Welch,
President, Oceanic Arts Society.
Crispin Howarth, curator of Pacific
art, National Gallery of Australia, and
curator of Myth + magic: art of the
Sepik River.
6:30 for 7:00pm
Official OAS Forum Dinner,
Kurrajong Hotel,
8 National Circuit, Barton ACT.
Please book with Secretary OAS by
email or by telephone: 61-2-9332 3984.

Saturday 8 August:
11:00am – 12:00pm
Private viewing of a further 25 Sepik
River objects in the NGA collection
for Forum attendees.
Two sessions 11 am and 11.30 am.
Collection Study Room (Lower Ground
Floor). Book for these tours on arrival at
the Forum, 7 August.
12:30 – 1:30
Public program. A walk- through
Myth + magic with exhibition curator
Crispin Howarth.
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galleries
The Australian Museum’s new Pacific Spirits Gallery
By Jim Elmslie
The long awaited Pacific Spirits Gallery
was opened with much fanfare by the
Australian Minister for Foreign Affairs,
Hon. Jule Bishop, MP, on April 30 in
a gala celebration of dance, music
and food, a fitting tribute to the Pacific
nations represented in the displays of
traditional art works. OAS members
were also treated to a private viewing
of the Gallery on May 13, coinciding
with Natalie Wilson’s masterly talk on
William Dobell in New Guinea. The
Gallery is a fabulous achievement
and we applaud all those at the AM
responsible for bringing it to fruition,
especially Director, Kim McKay, who
outlined her vision for the Museum in
an interview with the OAS Journal in
November 2014. In a future edition
of the OASJ we will focus on the
artworks but in this issue we wanted
to learn the inside story of the new
gallery from one of those working at
the creative coalface. Jim Elmslie
talks with Keren Ruki.
JE
Keren Ruki, you are the
Creative Producer of the Pacific
Collections at the Australian Museum,
what was your role in creating the
Pacific Spirits Gallery? Can you tell
us a little on how this gallery came to
be established?
KR
Regarding our new exhibition,
Pacific Spirit - a space became
available on level two in the Museum
and our Assistant Director, Steven
Alderton, with the support of our
new Director, Kim McKay, wanted to
take advantage of this opportunity
and create an exhibition that would
showcase some of the highlights of the
Australian Museum’s Pacific collection
- and we have a truly incredible
collection, as your readers know.
Under the guidance of my Manager,
Dion Peita (Collections Coordinator
- Cultures International) my role as
Creative Producer was to work with
various teams across the Museum Exhibitions, Materials Conservation,
Design, Editing, Marketing, and
our own, very competent, team in
Cultural Collections - to bring the
exhibition to life. It was a pretty

The Hon. Julie Bishop, Kim McKay AO, and Julius Violaris, President of the Board of Trustees, National
Museum of PNG.

incredible opportunity as the first job
in my new role (I only started back
at the Museum in mid January) and
I’m proud of what we managed to
achieve in a very short space of time.
JE
What do you see as the
significance of this gallery to
Sydney, to the Pacific peoples and
to appreciation of Oceanic art and its
place in contemporary society?

KR
The Museum is first and
foremost on Eora land, but Sydney
is also known as the gateway to the
Pacific. So it is a great honour to have
some kind of Pacific presence at the
Museum, on the land of the Gadigal
people of the Eora Nation.
I know most of the Pacific community
of Sydney will be proud to see their
cultural material on display, to see

Todd Barlin, who came to see the Asmat and Mimika poles that he field collected in the 1980s, with a troupe
of Pacific dancers from the Cook Islands.

OAS Journal Vol.20 No.3 - Page 9

galleries
themselves, their cultures reflected/
represented at the Museum.

KR
I’m Maori (Ngati Maniapoto)
from the North Island of New Zealand
so the things from Aotearoa/New
Zealand I feel the closest to. But
I’m also a woman so the objects
connected to women have special
significance to me as well. I feel
most comfortable talking to these
objects. I’m also pleased to say we
have almost 100 objects on display in
Spirit.

Our Pacific community were a
very important part of bringing the
exhibition to life. They even played
an significant role in the launch. We
had the mamas from the Australian
Cook Islands Community Council
singing the exhibition open, and
Tropical Island Hula (a pan-Pacific,
Cook Island dance troupe from
Western Sydney) provided the
JE
What is the Australian
entertainment at the launch. We even
Museum’s plans for the future for the
had Kanavata Events (Fijian caterers
Pacific Collections?
from Greystanes) provide all the
food at the opening,
KR
Pacific
and it was certainly
Spirit is just a
Our Pacific community
delicious
‘island
preview
gallery.
were a very important
styles’ kai.
Our aim for the
future is to have a
part of bringing the
So Pacific Spirit is
larger permanent
exhibition to life.
really the beginning
gallery (or two)
of a conversation,
to showcase the
with everyone interested in Pacific
Pacific collection but we need more
material culture. It’s so great to have
resources to be able to achieve this,
an opportunity to share the collection
both money and people. So if any of
with everyone and to have a focal
your readers would like to support us
point around which we can build
in making this happen, I encourage
public programs and events that
them to contact the museum.
focus on Pacific issues and concerns
and start the discussion about our
JE
Many thanks Keren and
intentions for the future.
please accept my congratulations
to you and all the team at the
JE
How do you feel personally
Australian Museum for a truly
when you enter the gallery? Do you
wonderful achievement. We will
have a sense of connection with the
watch future developments with the
artworks on display? What pieces are
greatest interest!
particularly evocative for you?

Dion Peita and Kirk Huffman.

Bee Gunn and Keren Ruki.

2005 South King Street
Honolulu, Hawaii 96826
mobile 808 228 3019
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interview
Interview with Crispin Howarth
Interviewed by Jim Elmslie
Crispin Howarth is the Curator for Pacific
Arts at the National Gallery of Australia
who has been behind lavish exhibitions
of the art from Vanuatu and the Solomon
Islands in recent years. The staging of
Myth + magic: Art of the Sepik River
is his most ambitious project to date.
For the past two years Crispin has
been delving into the dark recesses of
Australia’s leading cultural institutions
searching for objects that exemplify the
beauty and power of the fabled Sepik
River region in Papua New Guinea. This
puts him in a unique position: I doubt
anyone else has had the opportunity to
systematically examine so many of the
Sepik artworks held in public collections
in this country, to assess them and rate
them in the context of a major, definitive
exhibition. What a pleasure that must
have been! Somebody had to do the job
and we are fortunate that it fell to Crispin,
who is widely respected for his previous
shows at the National Gallery. Myth +
magic will be a landmark exhibition in
Australia’s premier gallery of one of our
region’s most extraordinary material
cultures. To provide some background
Jim Elmslie talked with Crispin as the
final details for the exhibition’s official
opening on August 6th are ironed out
and the champagne ordered.
JE
Crispin, you seem to have one
of the best jobs in Australia, certainly
for someone interested in the field of
Oceanic art. How did you get to the
position you are in now and where did
your fascination with the art from the
Pacific region begin?
CH
I grew up in Liverpool (UK)
where there was, and still is, an excellent
museum. As children we played hide
and seek around its vast halls and
used to get in trouble for climbing
onto displays, anyway there was one
smaller gallery crammed with material
from the Pacific; I found that infinitely
more interesting than the Egyptian
mummies or the Graeco-Roman marble
statues. Perhaps it was because the
Pacific material was so visually strong
and diverse in comparison to the other
displays and it was almost impossible to
learn anything about the Pacific exhibits
beyond their labels, so there was a level
of mystery about the Papuan Gulf and
Maori objects.

literally) recognition of Oceanic art here
in Australia to where it should be in my
view – at the front!
JE
How did Myth + magic come
about? Who have been the driving
forces behind this exhibition?
CH
Well, when were the other
great exhibitions dedicated solely to
Sepik Art? Chicago 1971. Basel 1985.
None in a long time and none where
Australian collections shone. This
exhibition began as a conversation with
our previous Director, Ron Radford,
within days of opening the last exhibition
two years ago, Kastom: Art of Vanuatu.

Crispin Howarth in the field. Lower Ramu,
Nimnim Village 2004.

Then years later, I was travelling
through the Glass House Mountains
in the 1990s and stayed at a caravan
park where the café was covered in
PNG carvings and something struck
me: such things did not just exist in
glass museum cases but people can
own them too. Next thing I knew I’m
attending OAS meetings in Melbourne
and being encouraged to learn more by
gallery owner, Hubert Umlauf. I became
a collector without means so began by
scouring car-boot sales on freezing
mornings, ever hopeful.
In the UK the publication of Anthony
Meyer’s great two volume book became
a catalyst. I would meet people such as
Tobi Jack (Portobello Rd dealer) who
enjoyed sharing their knowledge and
showing their finds and also museum
curators such as George Banks
(Manchester University Museum) who
wonderfully allowed me repeat visits to
marvel at the Charles Heape collection
in their storerooms. I joined Liverpool
Museum for a few years before returning
to Australia, where I worked for Museum
Victoria. Then in 2006 a dear colleague
dared me to step up and apply for a
curatorial position. So I did. Since then,
I have worked on pushing (sometimes

Our new Director, Gerard Vaughan,
has an interest in the arts of the Pacific
which can be seen through the opening
of an Oceanic art gallery at the National
Gallery of Victoria while he was at
the helm there, also members may
remember that Gerard opened the
second Oceanic Art Society forum held
in Melbourne in 2009.
Many members of the OAS have
provided assistance and insights
during the research phase. This
encouragement by members - you
know who you are - has been one the
driving forces to make this exhibition
something special.
JE
In relation to the artworks
themselves, what has been the
selection criteria? How do you feel
you have achieved your initial goals
in putting together the selection that
will be displayed, given that you have
viewed such a huge range of objects
in diverse collections right across
Australia and PNG?
CH
I set out to see as much
Sepik art as possible held in Australian
collections. To do this the scope of the
exhibition needed to be limited given
the time frame I had to work within. I
made the decision early on that it was
impossible to integrate all of the visual
arts from the region, so I concentrated
on the Lower Sepik, the southern
tributaries, the Iatmul and the Sawos,
leaving out areas further west and north.
The original selection list was for around
150 objects as it’s my experience that
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some exhibitions with large numbers of
objects tend to create a bit of a ‘glazeover’ effect for the viewer: I want the
general visitor to not just cast an eye
around as they walk through room to
room but to be stopped in their tracks
and really look.
Myth + magic is not representative in
any material culture / ethnographical
sense; it is predominantly about figural
art – figures, masks and other objects
of importance. The selection was made
on aesthetic criteria – what was not
only ‘right’ in terms of the originating
communities aesthetic sense and style
canon, but also stood out to me as a
stunning object: something truly created
by a master of their art.
JE
What do you think are the
strengths of Sepik Art? Can you whet the
appetite of OASJ readers and elaborate
on the highlights of this exhibition and
what people will learn and take away
from their trip to Canberra.
CH
One aspect of a good, no,
great work of art from the Sepik was to
visually broadcast certain information to
its viewer. Whatever this communication,
as each object has layers of meanings
(some obvious and some very codified)
dependant on its function, some viewers
of a masked performer or ancestral
figure would be privileged to understand
much more about the imagery before
them than others. This is one of the
allures of Sepik art: much is left to the
imagination and conjecture of the viewer
and really, unless you were there at the
time of an object’s use and were part
of its source community, the viewer is
left with their own thoughts, whether
informed or not. Yet great Sepik art still
works on some level for all viewers.
How to whet appetites? Well, how often
can you spend time with some of the
greatest Sepik River ancestor figures
in this country? Some highlights will be
the never-before-seen objects collected
a century ago by members of The
Australian Naval & Military Expeditionary
Force during WW1. There is a stunning
display of Sawos Malu boards and a
particularly impressive group of Yuat
River flute stoppers. Have I mentioned
a Karawari cult crocodile that is over six
metres long? This spectacular object is
travelling from PNG to be here. Really,
a major highlight is the generosity of
the national Museum and Art Gallery of
Papua New Guinea which has meant
that this is the only opportunity we will
have to see five incredible masterpieces

from their collection here in Australia.
JE
It is great to see the involvement
of the PNG National Museum and Art
Gallery in this exhibition. What has
been their role and how do you think
this exhibition has contributed to the
collaboration between art institutions in
the two countries?
CH
Consultation
with
PNG
National Museum and Art Gallery’s
director, Dr Andrew Moutu, regarding the
objects led to a positive outcome. While
the exhibition features objects on loan
from eight Australian institutions and
four private collections, I think the timing
of this exhibition has been particularly
serendipitous in that it coincides with
the new ‘twinning’ project between the
NGA and the NMAG. As part of this
long term project it is expected that staff
from the NMAG will gain professional
work experience from the exhibition in
the areas of registration, conservation,
and collection management. Myth +
magic should be seen as only one
component of a much wider plan for
future collaboration in the years to come.
JE
What is your opinion of how
Oceanic art is being viewed today,
both in Australia and internationally?
Do you think that the appreciation and
understanding of Oceanic art as an art
form is growing?
CH
Pacific art is more respected
overseas as there are many institutions
with permanent displays which are
also active in developing seriously
good exhibitions with accompanying
catalogues. Appreciation of Pacific art
comes at many levels but one reflective
way to look at it is in terms of collectors
of the art. There are several important art
fairs in Brussels, Paris, San Francisco,
London and New York which suggests
to me that those permanent museum
displays and exhibitions have had a
hand in creating a level of appreciation
where some people effectively take the
step from just visiting and viewing to
wanting to live with these arts.
Overseas there seems to be a more
genial relationship between curators,
collectors and dealers in terms of the
common goals of art appreciation and
furtherance of understanding. Here in
Australia, the OAS has done great work
in this respect over the past 20 years but
looking back over this time how many
great, and I mean truly great, Oceanic
art exhibitions have there been? Apart
from the permanent displays of the

Crispin Howarth admiring a Karawari figure in
the National Gallery of Australia, Canberra.

Pacific gallery at the South Australian
Museum - which in my view should
remain for another century - how can
someone begin to engage with a wide
range of Oceanic Art? Where was the
exposure to it? However I believe things
have been changing in the past decade:
the National Gallery now has permanent
galleries and has delivered a series of
exhibitions; the Art Gallery of New South
Wales exhibition, Plumes and pearlshells
last year, and the very recent opening
of the Pacific Gallery at the Australian
Museum all are positive moves that have
helped to elevate the profile of Oceanic
art and get marvellous objects in front
of audiences, especially students. It’s
certainly progress in a positive direction
for Oceanic art appreciation.
JE
Thanks very much, Crispin,
and the very best wishes for Myth +
Magic: Art of the Sepik River. I look
forward to seeing you in Canberra!

OAS Journal Vol.20 No.3 - Page 12

salesroom report
By Jim Elmslie
Bonhams’ auction of Fine African, Oceanic and
Pre-Columbian Art, San Francisco, 5 May 2015
Lot 69 - Important and Rare Large Standing Male
Figure, Admiralty Island. Wood, red and black
pigments, lime. Height 58 1/4in (148cm)
Finely carved in hard wood, fine, aged patina with
reddish-brown, black and white pigmentation. Of the few
known large-scale figures from the Admiralty Islands,
this is the only known example still in private hands.
Provenance:
Sotheby’s, London, 12 May 1980, Lot 92
Patricia Withofs Collection, England
Lance Entwhistle, Paris
Wayne Heathcote, Brussels
Ed and Mina Smith Collection, California

other events
Sydney, Australia:
National Trust S.H. Ervin Gallery
Painter in Paradise: William Dobell
in New Guinea Exhibition.
Now until 12 July 2015.
2 Watson Road, Millers Point
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
Canberra, Australia:
National Gallery of Australia
Myth + magic: Art of the Sepik
River, Papua New Guinea.
7 August - 1 November 2015.

Estimate US $100,000 - 150,000
Image courtesy of Bonhams.

Sold for US $100,000

Sotheby’s African, Oceanic & Pre-Columbian Art
New York, 15 May 2015
Lot 88
Monumental Head from a Marada Malagan, Tabar
Island, Bismarck Archipelago, PNG.
Provenance:
Pierre Langlois, Paris, collected in situ in 1970
Baudouin de Grunne, Brussels, acquired from above
Bill and Ann Ziff, acquired from above.
Estimate US $ 800,000—1,200,000
Sold US $1,054,000
Image courtesy of Sothebys.

Sotheby’s Aboriginal Art
London, 10 June 2015
Lot 2 - Broad Shield,
Lower Murray River,
Early 19th Century.
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Paris, France:
Parcours Des Mondes
9-14 September 2015.
parcoursdesmondes.com
Sydney, Australia:
PNGAA Art Exhibition
Historical pieces & contemporary
artworks to celebrate PNG’s 40th
Anniversary of Independence.
12 September - 4 October 2015.
145 St John’s Road Glebe NSW
www.pngaa.net
Sydney, Australia:
Pacific Trade & Industry:
Maketi Ples
26 August - 9 September 2015.
Venue to be advised.
Nuku’alofa, Tonga:
Pacific
Arts
Association
Conference
28 September - 4 October 2015.
Fa’onelua Conference Centre
Victoria, Australia:
Burrinja Cultural Centre,
Upwey, Victoria
Points
of
Focus:
Historical
Photographs from the Pacific
4 July - 26 July 2015. See enclosed
flyer. www.burrinja.org.au
San Francisco, USA:
Bonhams African, Oceanic and
Pre-Columbian Art Auction
8 December 2015.
www.bonhams.com

