
furthering the appreciation and 
  understanding of Oceanic art

NGA’s Sepik Exhibition a Stunning Success!

Oceanic Art Society, PO Box 1084, Edgecliff, NSW 2027
email:   secretary@oceanicartsociety.org.au
website:  www.oceanicartsociety.org.au
ISSN 1326-592X

Journal - Volume 20, Issue 4, September 2015 

Myth + Magic: The Art of the Sepik River, the new 
exhibition at the National Gallery of Australia, in 
Canberra, is all that it was promised to be. A very 
hearty round of applause must go to the NGA 
Director, Dr Gerald Vaughan AM, and Curator for 
Pacific Arts, Crispin Howarth, as well as the many 
other people involved in this breathtaking show. 
Special thanks must also go to the Director of the 
National Museum and Art Gallery of Papua New 
Guinea, Dr. Andrew Moutu, and his dedicated 
staff, who greatly enhanced the exhibition with 
their active participation and through facilitating 
the loan of some of PNG’s own national treasures.

The exhibition comprises some 150 objects 
impressively displayed over five large galleries. In 
size they range from an ancient tiny bone comb to 
a huge six metre carving of a crocodile spirit, Saki. 
There are masks, figures, over-modelled skulls, 
shields, malu boards and many other rare and 
intriguing artefacts. Collectively they create an 
enormously powerful world; a spirit world lurking 
in the darkened chambers of the gallery that 
draws the viewer out of suburban Australia and 
into the heart of the Sepik. The experience is not 
unlike venturing into a real Sepik haus tambaran, 
or spirit house, the focus of traditional village life, 
where many of these important art works would 
have originally resided. The raw power of the 
objects, their beauty and intrigue, is palpable.

For admirers of Oceanic Art a visit to Myth 
+ Magic really is mandatory. The chance to 
view such works, each with comprehensive 
documentation, is unique. There has rarely 
been such a display as this in Australia and the 
NGA must be congratulated for having fulfilled 
its own lofty ambitions to stage a truly world 
class showing of Sepik art drawn exclusively 
from Australian public and private collections 
and from the NMAGPNG. The accompanying 
eponymous book/catalogue, by Crispin Howarth 
with contributions by Dr. Barry Craig and Natalie 
Wilson, is also a work of art in itself and will be 

reviewed in the next edition of the OAS Journal. 
In the meantime: get thee to Canberra!

The opening of the Sepik show was a gala event 
which justified the trip to Canberra on its own. A 
large cohort of OAS members mingled with the 
Canberra diplomatic and artistic corps, enjoying fine 
wines and hors-d’oeuvres, beneath a huge image 
of the sprawling Sepik River, as the exhibition was 
officially opened by a series of speakers starting 
with the NGA’s newly installed Director, Dr Gerald 
Vaughan and Mr Allan Myers AO QC, Chairman of 
the National Gallery of Australia Council, both of 
whom underscored the Gallery’s commitment to art 
from the Pacific Region, as expressed in the current 
show but also through explaining the close and 
continuing relationship between the NGA and the 
NMAGPNG. The participation of the PNG National 
Museum, and particularly its head, Dr. Moutu, who 
completed his Doctorate on Sepik culture, greatly 
added to the event and empowered the exhibition. 
Rather than being a superficial viewing of another’s 
material culture, Myth + Magic is a celebration of a 
one aspect of humanity’s magnificent cultural and 
artistic achievements, mediated, in part, by people 
from that culture. It marks a further maturing and 
deepening of Australia and PNG’s long historical 
relationship, leavened now with a reinvigorated 
respect for New Guinea’s traditional cultures and 
their art, in this case that of the Sepik River.

The following day the NGA hosted the OAS 
Forum, Art of the Sepik River. This too was a 
superb event with outstanding speakers in a 
beautiful glass-walled and sunlit hall that looked 
out onto Canberra’s lovely parklands. That 
evening members enjoyed the OAS dinner, 
replete with all the conviviality and intense 
conversation that have come to mark this annual 
event. OAS President, David Welch, reports on 
the Forum and OAS dinner inside this edition of 
the Journal.

(Continued back cover)

  

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.  See details page 2.

Saturday 14 November – OAS End of Year Function, Australian Museum 10am. OAS AGM followed by Dr Robin Torrence, Senior 
Principal Research Scientist, Geosciences and Archaeology Australian Museum: Using archaeological perspectives to uncover 
indigenous perspectives on the colonial process in Papua New Guinea. Followed by a Luncheon at Sky Phoenix in Sydney City 1pm.

dates for your diary

Papua New Guinea, East 
Sepik Province, Yuat 
River, Tambigenum Village. 
Tamasua, 19th century. On 
loan from the Papua New 
Guinea National Museum 
and Art Gallery.
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Innovation in traditional Oceanic art

NEXT LECTURE 
Wednesday 23September, Australian Museum,  Sydney.  
Dr Harry Beran will be presenting a talk on:

In most survey books traditional 
Oceanic art is presented in a 
timeless manner. But, there are 
many different designs of priestly 
Fijian oil dishes, of Vanuatu fighting 
clubs, and of Huon Gulf headrests 
and it is implausible that all of 
these designs were carved since 
primordial times. Each of these 
designs must have been created 
by a particular woodcarver at 
a particular time 
— each design 
is an instance of 
innovation. Tami 
Islands headrests 
are particular 
interesting as 
they depict both 
movement and 
action, something rarely depicting 
in traditional  Oceanic art. There 
are dozens of different designs of 
Massim lime spatulas and in this 
case the creation of one of the 
designs in the Trobriands in the 
1930s has been documented.

Although Anthony Forge drew 
attention to innovation in Abelam art 
in the 1970s, the topic of innovation 
in traditional Oceanic art has not 
received the attention it deserves. I 
will discuss four types of innovation: 
the creation of an entirely new type 
of object, the creation of a new 
design of an existing type of object, 
the modification of an existing 
type of object, and the creation 
by an artist of a personal version 
of the carving style of his region. 
I will present a few examples of 
documented instances of innovation 
in Oceanic art. Research, especially 
in localities where traditional art 
is still being produced, may yield 
further information about innovation 
in this art.

Dr Harry Beran
hberan@btinternet.com

Tami Islands headrest depicting motion. Beard Collection, London

Tami Islands headrest depicting action. The figure on the left is holding an object under its arm. 
Royal Museum for Central Africa, Tervuren.

... the topic of 
innovation in traditional 

Oceanic art has not 
received the attention 

it deserves.



OAS Journal Vol.20  No.4 - Page 3

research

Quality tribal art urgently needed

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

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 war club 
with a bulbous head 

and a conical terminal, 
Sulka people,  Gazelle 
Peninsula, New Britain.

Some years ago I was sitting in a 
village near Yangoru talking with an 
old man about talipun (the decorated 
shell brideprice pieces used among the 
Boiken people). However, the old man 
(as old men are inclined to do) insisted 
on telling the story of the talipun from 
the beginning. ‘Taim bipo’, he began, 
waving his arm towards the Sepik 
Plains, the river, and the grasslands 
below, ‘all this land was covered by 
water. Then, gradually the mountains 
appeared above the water, and the 
spirits – Wale Rurun, Wale Migau, and 
so on – took up residence on top of the 
mountains. Later, people emerged and 
then the animals and plants that we are 
familiar with.’
 
Although I did not realize it at the time, the 
old man was giving me a fairly accurate 
account of the region’s geomorphology 
(though I can’t vouch for the presence 
of the spirits). People had settled on the 
coastal plans of New Guinea probably 
around 50,000 years ago. But after the 
last great ice age (around 12,000 years 
ago) there was a steady rise in sea 
levels, which in the Sepik-Ramu Basin 
created a vast inland sea. This reached 
its fullest extent 6500 to 7500 years 
ago, stretching from at least Chambri in 
the west to the deltas of the Sepik and 
Ramu rivers in the east and the foothills 
of the central ranges in the south. During 
this early period, groups of people had 
moved from the north coast up into 
the highlands, probably along the Yuat 
River valley (where rock paintings have 
been found) and the upper tributaries 
of the Karawari. Other groups had 
settled along the shores of the inland 
sea, foraging, trading and eventually 
developing agriculture. From about 4000 
years ago, however, infilling had begun 
to occur, as a result of the uplifting of 
land and sediment washed down by the 
Sepik and Ramu rivers, and by around 
2000 BP the inland sea was gone. 
 
With the change in landscape and 
ecology, groups of people moved and 
resettled. There is ongoing debate 
amongst linguists, anthropologists and 
geographers about how and why people 
moved, but there is general agreement 
that groups of people from upriver, from 
around Wogamush to the May River, 
started moving east, settling along what 
became the Sepik River and moving 
up into the foothills north of the river. 
These included people belonging to the 
Ndu family of languages, among them 

the ancestral Iatmul and Sawos, who 
settled in villages along the Sepik River, 
and the ancestral Abelam and Boiken, 
who moved into the fertile valleys of 
the Prince Alexander and Torricelli 
mountains north of the river, already 
occupied by the people identified by 
Margaret Mead as the Arapesh. [map 
from Gewertz (Arapesh not shown)] 
Around 3500 years ago a new wave 
of migrants, the Austronesians, arrived 
in mainland New Guinea, in the north 
mostly settling along the coast, its 
hinterland, and offshore islands.
 
The ongoing process of movement and 
resettlement was marked by warfare 
and accommodation, the establishment 
of institutionalized trade links, and the 

diffusion of agricultural technologies 
and cultural practices. Some groups 
expanded (sometimes taking in 
refugees from outside the group), and 
some declined or disappeared. At the 
time of European colonization this 
process of movement, resettlement 
and change was still being played out: 
it has been suggested, for example, 
that the Chambri, a non-Ndu-speaking 
group surrounded by Iatmul speakers, 
would probably have been wiped out 
had it not been for the intervention of 
the Australian administration in the 
1920s, and in the 1970s when my wife, 
Patricia, and I were visiting the Plains 
Boiken village of Soandogum, we were 
shown a pot made by a old man from a 
neighbouring group of people who 

A Brief History of the Sepik
Paper for OAS Forum, 7 August 2015 - by Ron May

0 50km 0 50km

The inland sea: 6000 and 2000 years ago. (Pamela Swadling)

Sepik-Ramu coastline 6,000 years ago Sepik-Ramu coastline 2,000 years ago
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(with exception of the potter himself) 
had been extinguished by the Boiken. 
Today, the Sepik is probably the most 
linguistically diverse area in the world, 
East Sepik Province alone claiming 169 
separate languages.
 
Europeans made their presence felt 
in northern New Guinea as early as 
1616 when Dutch explorers Willem 
Schouten and Jacob Le Maire sailed 
along the north coast. On the evidence 
of ‘various deformities’ among the 
population and the elevated style of 
housing, they concluded that this was 
an unhealthy country, and when they 
were attacked after coming ashore to 
collect coconuts they retaliated by firing 
on the villages with muskets and swivel 
guns (as Europeans of the time were 
prone to do). Between 1616 and 1884 
there was occasional contact between 
Europeans and coastal people, and 
some penetration of the hinterland by 
Malay bird of paradise hunters, but there 
was no sustained contact.
 
During the course of their voyage in 1616 
Schouten and Le Maire had observed 
tree trunks and branches floating in 
muddy water at some distance from 
the coast and concluded that they were 
near the mouth of a large river, but they 
did not find the river. It was not, in fact, 
until 1885 that Europeans entered the 
Sepik River, when naturalist-explorer Dr 
Otto Finsch led a scientific expedition 

some 50 kilometres up the river. The 
expedition exchanged European trade 
goods for food and artefacts.
 
Germany annexed the mainland and 
offshore islands of northeast New Guinea 
in 1884; six months later, a charter to 
administer the new protectorate was 

granted to the recently formed New 
Guinea Company. The Company 
administered the territory for four years 
before being temporarily relieved of its 
functions, which in 1891 were transferred 
to the Imperial Government. The colonial 
headquarters were subsequently shifted 
from the mainland to Rabaul. Following 
Finsch’s short voyage up the Sepik 
there were several further expeditions 
over the following years. One, led by Dr 
Carl Schrader in 1886, reached a point 
some 615 kilometres upriver, stopping 
for several weeks in the village of Malu 
[several ‘plaques’ from Malu are included 
in the exhibition]. Another, the South 
Seas Expedition led by Dr G. Thilenius 
from Hamburg in 1909, travelled about 
400 kilometres up the river and made 
a significant collection of ethnographic 
material. The following year a German-
Dutch boundary expedition travelled 
upriver by steamer, steam launch and 
canoe, past the German-Dutch border 
to a source in the Peripatus mountains 
of Dutch New Guinea. But the largest 
expedition was that sponsored by the 
German Colonial Office, the colonial 
Society and the Berlin Museum, led by 
Dr Walter Behrmann, which in 1912-13 
spent several months travelling upriver 
to a point beyond that reached by the 
German-Dutch boundary expedition, 
exploring its tributaries and advancing up 

A Brief History of the Sepik (continued)
Continued from page 3

Linguistic and cultural groups of importance to this study.

Wewak

BOKEN

ABELAM

SAWOS

IATMUL

CHAMBRI

Maprik

Angoram

Ambunti Sepik River
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Selected Sepik language groups (Deborah Gewertz) - Arapesh not shown.

Photograph of Sepik flute players from 1912-13 expedition. Image supplied by Ron May.
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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

the April River to the central range. Some 
of the material it collected will be known 
to many of you from the Berlin Museum’s 
three-volume Kunst vom Sepik.
 
There was, up to this time, little 
exploration of the vast area between the 
coast and the river, though Malay bird of 
paradise hunters had been operating in 
the west Sepik for some time and were 
later joined by labour recruiters. German 
missionaries had ventured inland toward 
Mt Turu following the establishment 
of a mission station on the coast at 
Boiken, and Dr Richard Thurnwald, an 
anthropologist who had been part of the 
Behrmann expedition of 1912-13, had 
returned to the river in 1914 and twice 
crossed from the river 
to the coast.
 
In 1885 Finsch had 
described the land 
around the mouth of 
the Sepik as having 
important potential 
for future agricultural 
d e v e l o p m e n t . 
Schrader had also 
observed that the 
lower reaches of the river were suitable 
for cattle, rice and sugarcane, while the 
upper reaches were most suitable for 
agricultural development, and Dr Carl 
Lauterbach, who led a Sepik expedition 
in 1896-98 reported that there existed 
a vast tract of land between the Sepik 
and Ramu rivers ‘suitable for any kind 
of agriculture’, which presented ‘fresh 
undreamt of prospects for the utilisation 
of Kaiser Wilhelmsland’. A plan for the 
opening up of the interior was drawn up 
in 1913-14, and a station was opened 

on the river at Angoram in 1913. There 
was, however, virtually no agricultural 
development and the Sepik’s principal 
contribution to the colonial economy was 
as a reservoir of labour for plantations 
elsewhere in New Guinea. When the 
German administration came to a close 
following the commencement of the First 
World War in 1914 the Sepik District was 
described as being ‘quite uncontrolled…
except for the immediate vicinity of the 
Aitape station’ (on the north coast in 
what is now West Sepik Province).
 
With the outbreak of war in Europe, 
an Australian Naval and Military 
Expeditionary Force (ANMEF) was sent 
to Rabaul where it secured the German 

surrender and 
established a military 
administration.

In the Sepik, the 
beginnings of 
Australian rule had 
something of the 
quality of comic 
opera. Under the 
impression that 
there was a strongly 

held German station ‘with armed ship 
and troops’ upriver, a flotilla of Royal 
Australian Navy vessels (including 
three destroyers), with three companies 
of troops and artillery and machine 
guns, proceeded to the Sepik. An initial 
reconnoitre established from the lone 
SVD missionary at Marienberg that there 
were only four other Germans on the 
river: a policeman and a medical officer 
at Angoram, and the anthropologist 
Thurnwald and his assistant hundreds 
of kilometres upriver. At Angoram a 

party found the medical officer laid out 
with malaria, and the police officer, Tafel, 
and his police gone bush. At this stage it 
was decided that the German presence 
did not constitute a military threat and 
the expedition withdrew. However three 
destroyers and three smaller vessels 
returned to the river and having located 
and captured Tafel (whose police had 
deserted him) and established a police 
post at Angoram (which was abandoned 
the following year after two ANMEF 
personnel had died from malaria), the 
party proceeded to explore the Sepik 
River. They travelled some 720km 
upriver, making contact with villagers 
and eventually locating Thurnwald, 
who, with his equipment was taken 
into custody (Thurnwald was later 
released and allowed to carry on work 
at Marienberg). The expedition also 
collected ethnographic material (some 
of which may be seen in this exhibition, 
and is the subject of a forthcoming book 
from Museum Victoria). 
 
The initial impact of the change of 
colonial regime appears to have 
been slight. German missionaries 
were allowed to continue their work 
and the ANMEF, which took over the 
administration of the territory until 
1921, in the words of Charles Rowley 
(later professor of Political Studies at 
the University of Papua New Guinea) 
‘carried on the German methods, but 
with less efficiency’. In 1919 New Guinea 
became a League of Nations mandated 
territory under Australian control.

Part Two of A Brief History of the Sepik 
by Ron May will be published in the next 
edition of the OAS Journal.

When the German 
administration came 
to a close ... in 1914 

the Sepik District was 
described as being 
‘quite uncontrolled’
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The Seventh OAS Forum at Myth + Magic in Canberra

Is there an increasing interest in 
Oceanic art? From the perspective of 
recent Australian activity, the answer 
appears to be an overwhelming “Yes”. 
This was no more evident than at the 
seventh Oceanic Art Society Forum 
which attracted what must surely have 
been one of the largest gatherings at 
Oceanic art centered lectures to occur 
in Australia.

The OAS forum on 7 August, held in 
association with the National Gallery of 
Australia (NGA) in Canberra to coincide 
with the gallery’s new major exhibition 
Myth + Magic: Art of the Sepik River, 
Papua New Guinea provided a focused, 
expert-rich technical lecture series with 
great networking opportunities that 
attracted 133 delegates in addition to 
speakers and official guests. Speakers 
included notable experts from across 
Australia: Dr. Ron May (emeritus 
Fellow Australian National University); 
Dr. Jim Elmslie (University of Sydney, 
Theodore Bruce Auctions. AOS Journal 
Editor); Natalie Wilson (Art Gallery of 
New South Wales); Chris Boylan (Chris 
Boylan Oceanic Art) and Dr. Barry 
Craig (South Australian Museum), 
as well as international speakers, Dr. 
Andrew Moutu (PNG National Museum 
and Art Gallery) and Dr. Eric Kjellgren 
(University of St Thomas, Minnesota).   
Speakers provided unique insights into 
Sepik Art gained from field experience 
and study, including that of one speaker 
who had been initiated into a Sepik 
culture group. The programme included 
a tour of the exhibition led by the curator, 
Crispin Howarth, who on the following 
day also provided delegates with a visit 
to the NGA collection study room to 

view and discuss a further selection of 
Sepik objects from the NGA collection.

On a lighter note, the forum dinner and 
informal social gatherings provided 
many an opportunity for delegates to 
network and simply enjoy themselves. 
The OAS especially thanks those who 
made generous donations towards 
our fundraising activities at the dinner, 
which helped fund international travel 
for Dr. Eric Kjellgren and other speaker 
costs.  We also thank The Realm Hotel 
and the NGA for support with various 
costs for our speakers.

The NGA Myth + Magic exhibition itself 

includes some of the finest and most 
iconic Sepik masterpieces on loan 
from the Papua New Guinea National 
Museum and Art Gallery, some of the 
best Sepik pieces from local institutions, 
including some never having previously 
been on public display,  and stunning 
objects from private collections.   For 
many, the exhibition will likely be a once 
in a lifetime opportunity to see some of 
these important pieces. It continues until 
1 November this year.

Over the last several years the NGA 
has played a major role building an 
appreciation of the aesthetic value of 
Oceanic art through excellent permanent 
displays and exceptional temporary 
exhibitions. Other Australian institutions, 
such as the Australian Museum, have 
also recently revamped their public 
displays of Oceanic art objects. Local 
auction salerooms are now busy with 
strong results in this area. The Australian-
based Pacific diasporas continue to 
build stronger communities, promoting 
and evolving their art.  Progress 
towards Australian constitutional reform 
is potentially creating new interests 
in Australian Aboriginal and Torres 
Straits Islander cultures across the 
wider community. The Australia-Pacific 
political relationship continues in 
importance. For PNG in particular, this 
will be highlighted as the celebrations for 
the 40th anniversary of independence 
roll out over coming months. Interest in 
Oceanic art in Australia appears solid 
and growing.

By David Welch

Taken at the Opening of the  NGA exhibition: Myth & Magic, Art of the Sepik River, PNG. L-R Gerard Vaughan 
AM, Director National Gallery of Australia. Allan Meyers AO QC, Chairman National Gallery of Australia 
Council. Julius Violaris, Chairman Board of Trustees, PNG National Museum & Art Gallery. Simon Elliott, 
Assistant Director, National Gallery of Australia. Photo by Michelle Haywood.

Elizabeth Pryce and the display of her Biwat flute stopper and two others. Photo by Michelle Haywood.
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Papua New Guinea, East Sepik Province, Korewori River, Kundima Village. Saki [spirit crocodile] 19th century. On loan from the Papua New Guinea 
National Museum and Art Gallery.

The Seventh OAS Forum at Myth + Magic in Canberra

Dr Peter McCabe, Past President OAS & 
Richard Aldridge, Oceanic art dealer. Photo by 
Michelle Haywood.

(Left to right) Crispin Howarth, Curator Pacific Art, NGA. Paul House, Ngambri custodian, who gave the 
welcome to country for the Forum opening. Dr Andrew Moutu, Director, PNG National Museum & Art Gallery. 
Dr Gerard Vaughan, Director NGA. Photo by Michelle Haywood.

Edith Young, Coordinator, Learning Programs, 
NGA & David Welch, President OAS. Photo by 
Michelle Haywood.

Speakers at the Forum. L-R: Dr Andrew Moutu, Natalie Wilson, Dr Ron May, Dr Barry Craig, Dr Eric Kjellgren, 
Dr Jim Elmslie, Chris Boylan. Photo by Michelle Haywood.



‘Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Sailor’: The World War One 
Military Collections from German New Guinea in the 
South Australian Museum
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Britain declared war on Germany 
on 4 August 1914 and on 12 
August, an Australian naval force 
entered Blanche Bay and disabled 
the German telephone services 
at Rabaul and Herbertshöhe. 
Recruitment for the Australian Naval 
and Military Expeditionary Force 
began immediately and officers 
and men of the AN&MEF arrived 
in Blanche Bay on 11 September 
to capture the Bitapaka wireless 
station about 25 km south-east of 
Rabaul, and to occupy German 
New Guinea (Fig.1).
 
The Germans surrendered to the 
AN&MEF on 21 
September. The 
German district 
a d m i n i s t r a t i v e 
centres were 
quickly occupied 
(Fig. 2): Madang 
on 24 September, 
Kavieng on 17 
October, Manus 
(Lorengau) on 19 November and 
Kieta on 9 December (Gash & 
Whittaker 1975:181). A caretaker 
administration was set up, with 
military officers appointed as District 
Officers for each of these centres, 
including Herbertshöhe (Kokopo) 
near Rabaul. Other administrative 
centres and patrol posts were 
occupied progressively.
 
Who were the men who volunteered 
for the invasion of German New 
Guinea?
 
There was an enthusiastic response 
to the recruitment drive. A sample of 
the Embarkation Roll, 3rd Battalion 
of the Naval and Military Force, 
Special Tropical Corps, indicates 
the wide range of occupations 

of the men who 
enlisted (Fig. 3). 
They may with a 
little imagination 
be matched to the 
careers cited in 
the Mother Goose 
children’s ditty.

Of particular interest are the seven 
men who subsequently donated 

or sold collections of artefacts to 
the South Australian Museum, 
highlighted in red in the following 
table.[1] Five of these – Davies, 
Hunter, Mostyn and the Ogilvy 
brothers – departed Sydney on 28 
November 1914 bound for Rabaul 
aboard the SS Eastern; Davies was 
from Victoria and the others from 
South Australia. Cummins from 
Queensland embarked in January 

Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Sailor, Gentleman, Apothecary, Ploughboy, Thief . . .
Army, Navy, Medicine, Law, Church, Nobility, Nothing at all.   By Barry Craig

Figure 1: This idyllic image, painted by Charles David Bryant, of the Australians landing at Kabakaul to capture 
the Bitapaka wireless station, was commissioned in 1921 by the Commonwealth Government.
Image courtesy of Australian War Memorial.

Figure 2. Map showing district centres in German New Guinea (underlined in red).

Of particular interest 
are the seven men who 
subsequently donated 
or sold collections of 
artefacts to the South 
Australian Museum



Service 
Nr

Name Occupation Marital Status Age

125 Sanders, Ernest William Plumber Single 38
129 Barker, Richard Hatter Married 45
134 Rice, Samuel Henry Wharf labourer Married 35
139 Davies, Arnold Mercer Mine manager Married 38
146 Lott, Charles Musician Single 32
153 Bristow, Alfred Charles Sailor Married 40
170 Hunter, Albert John Accountant Married 43
176 Parrott, William Gardener Married 47
184 Mostyn, George William Clerical Married 40
N/a Magarey, Archibald Campbell Medical doctor Married 34
N/a Ogilvy, Harry Balfour Auctioneer Married 38
N/a Ogilvy, Walter Balfour Soldier/Journalist Married 39
N/a Cummins, Joseph Jeremiah Surveyor Married 37
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1917 and Magarey from South 
Australia in May 1918.
 
What is notable about all these 
men is that they were aged in their 
30s and 40s; for two pages of the 
Nominal Role of 66 enlistments for 
the ‘Special Tropical Corps’, the 
average age was 37 years. They 
were not the youths and young men 

of later enlistments whose lives 
were cut short at Gallipoli and in the 
trenches in France. Some of them 
had previously served in the Boer 
Wars in South Africa.
 
In subsequent issues of the OAS 
Journal, I will discuss these men 
and their collections in the South 
Australian Museum.

 Reference
Gash, N. and J. Whittaker.  1975.  
A Pictorial History of New Guinea.  
Brisbane: Jacaranda Press.

[1] There were at least four others I won’t 
mention here.

2005 South King Street
Honolulu, Hawaii 96826

mobile 808 228 3019

Figure 4: Some of the South Australians of ‘D’ Company, AN&MEF before departure from Adelaide. Walter 
Balfour Ogilvy seated at centre and A.J. Hunter on his right. Photo supplied by Dick Kimber.

Figure 3: Sample of men who enlisted in the AN&MEF (‘Special Tropical Corps’).
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Tambanum is one of the best known 
Iatmul villages of the middle Sepik River 
region. It has been well documented, 
especially by anthropologists, Gregory 
Bateson and Margaret Mead in the 
1930’s, and is a village I have visited 
and lived in sporadically since 1985. We 
therefore have a fairly clear idea of how 
the village has fared from pre-colonial 
times to the present day. A detailed 
look at one particular village, in the 
context of the Myth + Magic exhibition, 
should increase our understanding and 
perception of the art works on display.

Everything in the Sepik is impermanent. 
The huge river, about a kilometre wide 
at the mouth and 200 feet deep, weaves 
through a vast swamp land that drains 
80,000 square kilometres of catchment. 
The river meanders, loops and turns in 
on itself, continuously eating away at the 
banks and changing course. Villages 
by their very nature are transient. The 
houses of wood, with sago palm thatch 
rooves, soon rot under the relentless sun 
and heavy rainfall. In this landscape of 
mud and water life is hard, death comes 
quickly and burial is never delayed. 
Much of what happens is put down to 
the influence of ancestral spirits and 
other supernatural forces. This is what 
drives the creation of the extraordinary 
range of figurative art works for which 
the Sepik is world famous. Yet it remains 
a constantly changing world.

The people of Tambanum originally 
lived in the village of Timbunke, about 
ten kilometres upstream. An inter-clan 
fight erupted in the mid-nineteenth 
century in Timbunke which resulted in 
a substantial number of people leaving 
and establishing the new settlement of 
Tambanum. Tensions between the two 
villages continued and tribal fighting 
was common. Tambanums (the name 
of a village in the Sepik also acts as the 
name of its inhabitants) call this period 
before the coming of Europeans as ‘civil 
war time’.

Tambanum thrived and the population 
increased to the point that in 1938, 
when Mead and Bateson were looking 
for a Sepik village in which to conduct 
their research, it had become the 
largest Iatmul village and also the least 
influenced by Christian missionaries. 
The two anthropologists lived in 
Tambanum for six months studying, in 
particular, how parents related to their 
infants and young children. It was a 
research theme that the married couple 
had recently pursued in Bali, and they 

sought to undertake a comparative study 
with a New Guinea tribe; in particular the 
Iatmul, with whom Bateson had worked 
in 1932, although he had only briefly 
visited Tambanum.

Gregory Bateson (through his seminal 
work, Naven), and Margaret Mead, 
two of the towering figures of modern 
anthropology, took thousands of images 
during their time in the Tambanum. These 
represent a unique and unparalleled 
window into traditional Iatmul life when 
the hand of the Australian colonial 
authorities was still very light, and before 
the catastrophic intrusion of WWII and 
Japanese occupation.

The Bateson images show the large 
and beautiful houses in which the 
Tambanums lived. These houses are 
personified as ‘women’, with faces, 
tiny breasts, brains and earrings. They 
were individually named and were 
seen as giving maternal protection to 
the extended families that lived inside. 
From the image we can see that the 
interiors contained the earthen cooking 
hearths from Aibom and the many large 
woven sleeping ‘bags’ into which people 
retreated in an attempt to escape the 
omnipresent mosquitoes (then as now).

The Haus Tambaram pictured was the 
centre of village life, at least for the 
initiated men. The upper floor was used 
for ceremonies and sleeping, especially 
of initiates in their long pre-ritual 
seclusion, and the ground floor was 
where the men relaxed, sitting by small 
smoky fires among the garamat drums, 
or laid out on the black palm benches 
that ran down each side of the house, 
chewing betel nut. This Haus Tambaram 
was destroyed only a few years after the 
image was taken by 

A History of one Sepik Village – Tambanum
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Underneath the Haus Tambaram, Tambanum Village, 1938. (Photograph by Gregory Bateson and 
reproduced from the Margaret Mead Archives, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, Washington D.C. 
and Institute of Intercultural Studies, New York.)

Margaret Mead and Gregory Bateson inside 
their ‘mosquito room’, Tambanum Village, 
1938. (Photograph by Gregory Bateson and 
reproduced from the Margaret Mead Archives, 
Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, 
Washington D.C. and Institute of Intercultural 
Studies, New York.)
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American bombs aimed at the Japanese 
soldiers then living inside. It was never 
replaced, at least on the pre-war scale, 
although two smaller men’s houses 
were subsequently built. The war was 
the most significant event in Tambanum 
history, one from which in some ways it 
never recovered.

When Japanese soldiers occupied 
Tambanum all ceremonial life ceased. 
The men were expected to paddle 
Japanese officers around in traditional 
canoes – sometimes all the way to 
Angoram (twelve hours down the 
river), where the Japanese military 
headquarters was located. Tambanum 
men and boys were also forced to work 
as carriers for the Japanese, walking the 
long and rugged path to Wewak and back 
for supplies. The Japanese also became 
involved in the feud between Tambanum 
and Timbunke and 
orchestrated the 
1944 massacre of 
some 100 Timbunke 
men in retaliation for 
assistance given to 
Australian soldiers in 
the area. Thus the feud 
lives on today.

The war, as in much of New Guinea, 
marked the end of one era and the start 
of a very different one for Tambanum. 
Whereas colonial rule had been very 
light pre-war, after 1945 it became 
progressively more pervasive and the 
Tambanums came into far greater 
contact with the white administration. 
From the mid-1950’s village elders 
embraced the colonial education 
system as they saw this as the means 
to material advancement. Far greater 
numbers of Australians came to live in 
PNG - up to 50,000 by the late 1960’s 
and this ushered in an era of tourism to 
the Sepik as curious travelers navigated 
its vast wilderness. A significant artefact 
industry started, selling art works to 
tourists and also to carving buyers who 
exported masks and figures all around 
the world.

With independence in 1975 came 
further challenges. The education 
and health services that had been 
established by the Australian authorities 
gradually broke down and now barely 
exist outside of townships. Law and 
order problems developed and an 
appreciating exchange rate made PNG a 
very expensive travel option. Combined, 
these forces decimated tourism and 
changing tastes saw a drastic reduction 
in demand for contemporary carvings.

Meanwhile the population of Tambanum 
had continued to climb. It now numbers 
in the many thousands, not concentrated 
into a neatly defined village, as in 1985 

when I first went there, but spread on 
both sides of the river and into garden 
camps inland. The palm drapped bend 
on the Sepik River where the original 
village was established had slowly 
eroded over the decades, and as people 
relocated they no longer built the huge 
and graceful houses of the past but 
rather much smaller and less impressive 
dwellings designed for smaller family 
units. Today none of the large houses 
are left. The last to go was Tambanum 
Lodge, built as a joint project between 
the Pig clan, a Sydney-based travel 
company and myself, in 1987, which 
operated sporadically until destroyed by 
fire some years ago.

The village now is preoccupied with 
trying to extract money from an Asian 
logging company that took out a 
100,000 hectare Special Agricultural 

Lease over much of 
the Tambanums’ land 
on the pre-text of 
establishing oil palm 
plantations. Previous 
experience suggests 
that the Tambanums 
will gain little from this 
venture bar the partial 

destruction of their bush, but with other 
economic development schemes having 
failed to produce employment or profit 
it is understandable that they pursue 
whatever options are available.

Climate change too is transforming 
the landscape. The wet season floods 
in recent years have been bigger than 
ever, forcing the partial evacuation of the 
village at times. Attempts at commercial 
crops such as coffee, cocoa and vanilla 
have not fared well. As the population 
increases the different clans of 

Tambanum seem to be parting ways and 
heading into their own traditional lands, 
starting their own satellite settlements. 
As occurred in Timbunke some 150 years 
ago, the village seems to be morphing 
into another stage of existence. From 
this perspective we can see that many 
of the superb works shown in Myth + 
Magic came from a particular time and 
place, one that is now an historical 
epoch, but the people themselves, the 
Tambanums and the other Sepiks, still 
remain on their traditional homelands 
struggling to survive in a difficult, but 
ruggedly beautiful and unique part of 
New Guinea.

Haus Tambaram, Tambanum Village, 1938. 
(Photograph by Gregory Bateson and 
reproduced from the Margaret Mead Archives, 
Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, 
Washington D.C. and Institute of Intercultural 
Studies, New York.)

When Japanese 
soldiers occupied 

Tambanum all 
ceremonial life ceased.
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Port Moresby, PNG:
PNG National Museum & Art Gallery 
Built on Culture Exhibition: the Art of 
Papua New Guinea.  40th Anniversary 
of Independence Celebrations. Over 
90 exceptional works - ancient stone 
sculptures, masks & ceremonial objects 
collected by internationally renowned 
anthropologists, plus paintings by 
Kauage, Ako & Akis.
Opening 16 September 2015.

Victoria, Australia:
Burrinja Cultural Centre, 
Upwey, Victoria
Points of Focus: Historical 
Photographs from the Pacific
Now until 20 September 2015. 
www.burrinja.org.au

Canberra, Australia:
National Gallery of Australia
Myth + Magic:  Art of the Sepik 
River, Papua New Guinea.
Now until 1 November 2015.
www.nga.gov.au

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 
Now until 9 September 2015.
Shapiro Gallery, Queen Street 
Woollahra NSW.

Nuku’alofa, Tonga:
Pacific Arts Association 
Conference  
28 September - 4 October 2015.
Fa’onelua Conference Centre.

(From front cover)

In this edition we hear from Dr. Harry 
Beran, who outlines the talk he is giving 
to OAS members at the Australian 
Museum on 23 September, Innovation in 
Traditional Oceanic Art, which promises 
to be another insightful reflection from the 
OAS’s founding President. Also in this 
edition of the Journal we present articles 
from three of the Forum speakers. Dr. 
Ron May presents part one of his A 
Brief History of the Sepik, with part two 
to be published in the next edition of 
the Journal. Then Dr. Jim Elmslie takes 
a close look at one particular Sepik 
village, Tambanum. The OAS Journal is 
most pleased to publish the introduction 
to a six part series by Dr. Barry Craig on 
the World War One Military Collections 
from German New Guinea in the South 
Australian Museum. These papers tell 
the rich story of how some of the SAM’s 
most prized artefacts were acquired. 
We intend to publish other papers given 
at the Forum, including Dr. Craig’s 
comprehensive survey of Sepik slit-
gong drums, in future editions of the 
OAS Journal.

Lastly I would like to express my thanks 
to all those who contribute to this Journal 
with articles, images and ideas. In 
particular I would like to thank Michelle 
Haywood who has, for many years, 
diligently recorded many OAS events. 
Her images grace most editions of the 
Journal and are highly appreciated. To all 
OAS members, please keep the ideas, 
articles and images coming: we need 
them to survive.
 

Jim Elmslie

Papua New Guinea, East Sepik Province, 
Yamok Village. Tulalamun [founding 
ancestor]  19th century. On loan from the 
Papua New Guinea National Museum and 
Art Gallery.
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Jim Elmslie with Michelle Haywood at the 
OAS Forum Dinner. Photo by Katie Haywood.


